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Beyond the Outfield: Baseball Fiction and Historical Fantasy, 1864-Present considers 
baseball’s imperial and racist past and traces the ways in which fiction from the late twentieth 
and early twenty-first centuries imagines alternative possibilities within this history. My goal is, 
in part, to materially interrogate the mythologies and histories surrounding baseball, which has 
long been imagined as a uniquely American sport, thought to be invented by a U.S. citizen 
(Abner Doubleday) in Cooperstown, N.Y. As such, the game is read as a democratic agent of e 
pluribus unum, a practice of citizenship that can help turn immigrants into Americans while also 
helping to Americanize foreign territories. Beyond the Outfield explores this history by amassing 
a thick archive of cultural materials such as pamphlets, films, museum exhibitions, and 
newspapers, and placing these materials alongside contemporary novels which grapple with 
baseball’s official history, imagining alternatives to this official history that seek to move beyond 
baseball as a tool of conquest and control. As examples of a genre I call historical fantasy, each 
one presents a different version of the history we think we know and illuminates parts of history 
not frequently imagined. While baseball’s official history puts the United States and its 
seemingly democratic values at its center, works of historical fantasy, I argue, present a way to 
figuratively unmake empire’s becoming so as to have it become in a different way. My work, 
then, is as much about the production of memory and countermemory as it is baseball. My 
project draws on scholarship that explores the construction of racial memory and 
countermemory, allowing me to focus on pivotal times and places in baseball’s long imperial 
history (from the Civil War, to the dismantling of Indian Territory at the moment of allotment, to 
desegregation in the 1940s, among others) in order to trouble the dominant narratives of 
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On March 7, 1914, the Biltmore Hotel in New York City held a banquet to honor the 
Chicago White Sox and New York Giants baseball teams—the World's Base Ball Tourists, as 
they were known. The teams had played a number of games across the United States before 
traveling to Japan, China, the Philippines, Australia, Ceylon, Egypt, Italy, France, and England, 
staging games along the way (although their game in Italy was rained out). The teams returned 
home to a hero's welcome: the Biltmore—which had opened the previous year—was seen as the 
height of luxury, and the night’s extravagant dinner menu included such fare as Blue Point 
oysters, tenderloin of beef, Guinea hen, and “fancy ice cream.” The night also featured several 
speeches by baseball luminaries, with titles like “Base Ball as a Profession” and “Base Ball a 
National Institution.” 1  The lavish celebration illustrated the esteem in which the baseball 
tourists were held, and gestured towards baseball’s cultural significance in the U.S.  
One of the tour’s participants, Ted Sullivan, published a remembrance of the experience 
entitled History of World's Tour in 1914. Sullivan—a baseball pioneer who founded multiple 
minor leagues and helped spread and popularize the game in the Midwest—gives an overview of 
the whole tour, thus the emphasis on “history,” which lends the book an air of unbiased authority 
and matter-of-factness. But he also promotes what he views as the strengths of the nation and its 
citizens. He maintains that baseball represents the best aspects of the U.S., which is how it 
became the national game. He writes that baseball  
is not a game of the classes, such as polo or golf, but its democracy makes it a game of 
the masses. It is the only game in all the world that levels all minds to one plane during 
its playing action, whether it is the highly judicial of the literary man, he will find his 
peer in the most humble citizens of this country in his knowledge of the strategical 
features of the game. Baseball is the creation of American temperament and genius.2 
                                                 
1 Dinner Programs, Homecoming, March 7, 1914. World Tours Ephemera, BA MSS 33, National Baseball Hall of 
Fame Library, Cooperstown, New York.   






The game’s rules and actual play, in his estimation, showcase American ideals such as 
inclusivity, innovation, and fairness. The sport features the proverbial level playing field, making 
all of its players equal, as it requires them to strategize and think as one. Moreover, spectators 
who study the game are psychically joined with those who play through their knowledge of the 
sport, creating a network of like-minded individuals.    
It is this internalization of baseball’s tenets that, in turn, creates what Sullivan calls “The 
True American.” Both player and spectator become more independent, strong, and equal through 
baseball. He asserts that “the man who may have the accident of birth in foreign countries—who 
comes to the United States and absorbs its greatness, and liberties and full spirit is one hundred 
times a better American in its broad and truer sense than any fawning, servile, and lick-spitting 
American.”3 Baseball becomes an effective engine of Americanization, as long as immigrants are 
willing to listen to and absorb its lessons. Crucially, baseball’s world tour reinforces and spreads 
Sullivan’s vision of American identity. The contrast between the American baseball players and 
those of other nationalities met along the way makes plain their comparative independence and 
strength. Sullivan writes that the players, “by their conduct and demeanor while touring the 
world, reflected credit not only on themselves as the exponents of America’s national game but 
also on American citizenship.”4  For Sullivan, the tour presents the ultimate opportunity to 
illustrate U.S. superiority in terms of equality and meritocracy. Indeed, he writes that  
We met Kings and Queens, Dukes and Duchesses, Counts and Countesses, and the 
Khedive of Egypt, but the King of Kings that we ever cared to live with or live under is 
that good old plain, dignified American citizen, and a citizen who is ever ready to protect 
American interests at home and abroad.5 
 
                                                 
3 Sullivan, p. 59.  
4 Sullivan, p. 3. 





Here, Sullivan posits the American citizen who is not of noble birth as the ultimate leader. 
Tellingly, it is not only aforementioned traits like the embrace of liberty and equality that define 
this ideal American citizen, it is also the willingness and commitment to spreading American 
influence, helping along the U.S.’s overseas expansion.  
To understand Sullivan’s investment in such expansion, however, it is first necessary to 
discuss his investment in the U.S.’s mainland territory. Sullivan ties his ideal American 
characteristics like independence, strength, equality, democracy to actual territory—land. The 
U.S.’s global reach then extends out of this consolidated homeland. As Amy Kaplan has written, 
“The idea of the nation as home […] is inextricable from the political, economic, and cultural 
movements of empire.”6 Sullivan celebrates the transportation of American ideals through 
baseball across the globe, but he always returns to the U.S., urging his readers to “SEE YOUR 
OWN COUNTRY FIRST.”7  Near the book’s end, he lists various cities and states throughout 
the U.S., enumerating each one’s natural assets. For example, he mentions the fertility of the 
Midwest, predicting it contains “such resources and agricultural wealth that it will make Chicago 
in time the metropolis of the entire world.”8 The wheat and corn grown in “the two Dakotas” and 
Kansas, he claims, could feed all of the western hemisphere. He concludes that “Within the 
borders of the States named have we a diversity of scenery that duplicates the best in Europe, and 
we have versatility of soil and climate that is not equaled in the whole world, and to think that all 
these states comprise that one territory that can be traveled under one flag and one tongue, 
without a change or search of baggage.”9 The U.S.’s status as an exceptional nation flows from 
the land, this Eden-like home. The shoring up of the U.S.’s continental territory, with all that 
                                                 
6 Kaplan. The Anarchy of Empire in the Making of U.S. Culture. Harvard University Press, 2002, p. 1.  
7 Sullivan, p. 73. 
8 Sullivan, p. 74.  





entails—including the dispossession and mass slaughter of American Indians, the conquest of 
Mexican lands, and the use of enslaved Africans to cultivate and extract value from these stolen 
lands—are the prerequisites for the nation’s eventual overseas growth, even though Sullivan 
never acknowledges these conditions.  
The tour itself and Sullivan’s narrative are cultural artifacts that promote this particular 
belief about American identity and the U.S.’s place in the world. Both attempt to create a 
narrative that puts baseball at the center of the U.S. and the U.S. at the center of the world, 
usually without. To quote Kaplan again, “American exceptionalism is in part an argument for 
boundless expansion, where national particularism and international universalism converge.”10 
Sullivan’s version of U.S. influence—as imagined in the figure of the world-traveling baseball 
player—will overspread the globe; other places will become more like the U.S. through the 
playing of baseball. For example, in contemplating the question, “WILL OUR GAME TAKE 
ROOT IN FOREIGN LANDS?” Sullivan states “Japan has the game and will play it, and when 
you see any country adopt the national game of another country it is more of a positive proof that 
it will be more of an ally of that country than an enemy.”11 Baseball becomes an effective means 
of diplomacy, which will win the U.S. friends around the world. The cover design of History of 
World’s Tour reinforces this belief in the U.S.’s global prominence, as it features an illustration 
of Uncle Sam holding the western hemisphere in his left hand and the eastern hemisphere in his 
right. The color scheme is red, white, and blue, except for black and white photographs of 
Chicago White Sox owner Charles Comiskey and New York Giants manager John McGraw. 
Taken together, these details speak to Sullivan’s belief in the U.S.’s centrality in the world, and 
the ability of baseball to help spread American influence (see Fig. 1).  
                                                 
10 Kaplan, p. 16. 





The narrative favored by Sullivan—purportedly built around patriotism and nation-
building—has long functioned as baseball's main official story. This version of history lauds 
baseball’s ability to create common ground between disparate groups of people. As one critic has 
noted, “baseball possesses a kind of ‘cultural capital’ unique among American sports that allows 
it to break down barriers rather than reinforcing them. [….] It’s also America’s prism, reflecting 
(and refracting) the concerns of U.S. and greater American society over nearly two centuries.”12 
While this narrative about baseball is the most prevalent, the sport has proven itself to be 
remarkably flexible, featuring other competing official stories, deviations, and contestations. As 
Cassuto writes, baseball has played a large role in the American imaginary over a long period 
time (his starting point is most likely the formation of New York’s Knickerbocker Baseball Club 
in 1845, which I discuss in Chapter One). This lengthy history has provided ample material to 
examine the multiplicity of narratives surrounding the formation of the U.S. as a nation and 
American identities. As I will discuss throughout the dissertation, this vision for the U.S. does 
not remain stable, but shifts across time and space, and is continually met with different types of 
resistance—both domestically and globally. 
Overall, I am interested in the complex ways in which narratives about baseball both 
shape and interact with the U.S.’s legacies of settler colonialism, race, and empire. I read 
baseball as a cultural site that is most often portrayed as a great equalizer, covering fractures in 
its narrative of national consolidation. This representation puts the focus on nation building at the 
expense of other narratives, primarily that of settler colonialism as the foundation on which the 
U.S.—and baseball—are built. This condition—the settler colonial situation—is never simple. 
John Carlos Rowe has written that there exists a “complex relation between U.S. imperialism as 
                                                 
12 Cassuto, Leonard. “Introduction.” The Cambridge Companion to Baseball. Eds. Cassuto and Stephen Partridge. 





it worked to expand national territory and functioned within its territory to consolidate the idea 
of the nation.”13 In the following chapters, I enter this network that has been termed “internal 
colonialism” which includes, but is not limited to,  
slavery, criminalization, and racism as modes of colonizing African Americans’ 
conventional and germ warfare, ‘removal’ and deterritorialization, the various 
“reservation” systems, and assimilation as means of colonizing Native Americans; 
taxation without representation, vigilante violence, “exclusion laws” forbidding or strictly 
limiting immigration, criminalization, and racism as means of colonizing Chinese, 
Mexican, Latin-American, and other immigrant populations.14 
 
My dissertation touches on several of these subjects by way of baseball, yet I am mindful of Jodi 
Byrd’s assertion “that the idea of ‘internal colonialism’ services the construction of the United 
States as a multicultural nation that is struggling with the legacies of racism rather than a 
colonialist power engaged in territorial expansion since its beginning.”15 This foregrounding of 
the U.S. as first a colonial power is crucial to “understanding the ongoing processes of 
colonialism that continue to affect American Indians and other indigenous peoples in break-away 
settler societies,” accenting “that the ‘post-’ has not yet arrived.”16 
With this in mind, I add my voice to scholarship like that of Alyosha Goldstein, who 
writes that  
colonialism persists as a never fully repressed or entirely manifest structure, especially as 
settlers aspire to extinguish indigenous peoples and variously affirm and naturalize their 
own status as native to America. United States colonialism is a continuously failing—or 
at least a perpetually incomplete—project that labors to find a workable means of 
resolution to sustain its logic of possession and inevitability by disavowing the ongoing 
contestation with which it is confronted and violent displacement that it demands.17  
 
                                                 
13 Rowe. Literary Culture and U.S. Imperialism From the Revolution to World War II. Oxford University Press, 
2000, p. 5. 
14 Rowe, p. 5.  
15 Byrd. The Transit of Empire: Indigenous Critiques of Colonialism. University of Minnesota Press, 2011, p. 125. 
16 Byrd, p. 135.  
17 Goldstein. “Introduction: Toward a Genealogy of the U.S. Colonial Present.” Formations of United States 





Baseball offers insight into these contradictions woven into the settler colonial project. In 
baseball’s various narratives and shifting points of focus, we see a history that foregrounds the 
exploits of European American men in the guise of national unity. However, as Goldstein 
asserts, this project can never be completely successful, as resistance applies continual pressure, 
always pushing back against attempts to impose an overarching colonial order. 
Throughout the dissertation I show how baseball and the narratives surrounding the sport 
illustrate the structure described by Goldstein while also being an integral mechanism through 
which the dominant culture exerts control. Baseball provides an opportunity to think through 
“the multifaceted claims, exclusions, and disavowals of the United States as it has been 
constituted with respect to colonialism.”18 While baseball tends to center a nationalist narrative, 
it also includes other narratives—narratives that lay bare these other “claims, exclusions, and 
disavowals.” These narratives can never be fully contained. I follow scholars like Rowe, Byrd, 
Goldstein, and Kaplan, as well as Lisa Lowe and Ann Laura Stoler, among others, who explicitly 
link so-called internal colonialism with the U.S.’s global expansion. Indeed, as Stoler writes,  
North America’s interior annexations, containments of peoples, “non-colonial” 
expansions, and outright occupations that run from Guam and Samoa to Puerto Rico and 
Cuba, from the Philippines to Tennessee, and Oklahoma to the Middle East neither 
respect the territorial transparency of the dichotomy between domestic and overseas nor 
conform to the metropole/colony model [….] The fact that there were and are such 
gradations of sovereignty in U.S. expansions should not undermine the rationale for 
referring to these diverse spaces as part of a U.S. imperial formation.19 
 
In the baseball artifacts I examine, I connect efforts to prove the game’s utility as an instrument 
of integration for a diverse nation with the country’s imperial ambitions at home and abroad.  
                                                 
18 Goldstein, pp. 3-4. 
19 Stoler. “Intimidations of Empire: Predicaments of the Tactile and Unseen.” Haunted by Empire: Geographies of 





A key aspect in examining baseball’s place in U.S. empire is interpreting cultural artifacts 
such as histories, films, pamphlets, and novels, that have shaped and continue to shape 
understandings of the past and present. These are artifacts through which groups of people 
continually create collective pasts while also generating varying understandings of history. As 
Michel-Rolph Trouillot has written, collective subjects who share histories “do not succeed such 
a past: they are its contemporaries.”20 The persistence of the past provides ample opportunity to 
examine official histories and their alternatives, as well as the creation of new pasts, new 
communities, and new ways of remembering. In contemplating the various narratives concerning 
baseball and U.S. expansion, it is necessary to explore how historical memory is created and the 
contradictions, contested spaces, and disputed meanings contained in these histories.  
In this attention to the past, my dissertation draws upon work like that of Carolyn 
Dinshaw, who writes that “the present is ineluctably linked to other times, people, situations, 
worlds,”21 and “that there are many possible times in the now, including many possible pasts.”22 
For my project, I too am interested in this relationship. Along with Dinshaw, I would argue that 
this impulse to seek out another kind of time is key to the exploration and theorization of 
multiple nows. In asking questions like “how else can we think of time—other than linear 
progress?” and “how else could this have happened?” we can uncover more particularities of the 
past while understanding multiple nows and many possible futures. 
These multiple strands of past, present, and future are integral to understanding the 
intersections of baseball and U.S. empire. Stoler contends that competing conceptions of time 
                                                 
20 Trouillot. Silencing the Past: Power and the Production of History. 1995. Beacon Press, 2015, p.16. 
21 Dinshaw. How Soon is Now?: Medieval Texts, Amateur Readers, and the Queerness of Time. Duke University 






make manifest the power dynamics at play between colonizer/colonized, conqueror/subjugated, 
the dominant/the repressed. We can think of various empires—the U.S. included—always as 
“states of becoming (and for those ruled, as states of deferral).”23 This viewpoint puts movement 
and difference at the center. It destabilizes a fixed notion of history and time, moving away from 
“the privileged temporality of the state—a temporality that Shelley Wong notes is frequently 
depicted with a developmental model that suggests history is moving forward in some generally 
positive way and that the state is engaged in an ethical movement (or progress) toward 
equality.”24 More than attempting to recover some “true” version of a repressed past, this 
scholarship attends to the present and the future. As Lloyd Pratt has written, “Despite its often 
well-articulated wish that the nation share a consistent experience of time around which its 
members might unite, the available evidence contradicts the idea that this experience of national 
simultaneity actually came to pass.”25 I add my voice to those studying the various ways in 
which history is imagined (other than in a linear manner) and the impact this can have.  
In these competing perceptions of time, the past is continuously played out and 
reconfigured. The media through which this happens, then, are especially important. Although 
each of us remember in our own ways, communal acts of commemoration and memorialization 
go a long way in cementing history. While 
powerful segments of society use commemoration to assert their authority […] they are 
sometimes thwarted. Fusing hallowed models of the past and urgent needs of the present, 
proponents embrace a variety of markers from parades and holidays to changes in the 
urban fabric, individual pledges, and trees. Each commemoration celebrates an ideal and 
a cause, one directly related to an audience and setting.26  
 
                                                 
23 Stoler, p. 9. 
24 Waligora-Davis, Nicole A. Sanctuary: African Americans and Empire. Oxford University Press, 2011, p. xvi. 
25 Pratt. Archives of American Time: Literature and Modernity in the Nineteenth Century. University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2010, p. 5.  
26 Gobel, David and Daves Rossell. “Introduction.” Commemoration in America: Essays on Monuments, 





Remembrances of the past allow for a variety of perspectives that are cultivated in a variety of 
ways—some reinforcing the dominant culture and others presenting alternatives. Trouillot notes 
that “Long before average citizens read the historians who set the standards of the day for 
colleagues and students, they access history through celebrations, site and museum visits, 
movies, national holidays, and primary school books.”27  Throughout this dissertation, such 
vehicles of history provide context and explanation of the shape baseball’s overarching 
narratives take. Novels, however, present the most critical interventions, interrogating baseball's 
past as a site where identity is created, and a blend of history and myth—a tension that creates a 
generative situation.  
From their beginnings as pulp fiction and dime novels, baseball novels have grown to 
include more “serious” novels. These novels have “ranged between the magical and realistic, 
with many of the best-know instances combining elements of both [….] Significant new trends 
have also appeared, including a shift toward the perspective and the experience of the spectator, 
rather than the player, and an interest in revisiting baseball’s (and America’s) history.”28 Many of 
these novels present different versions of a history we think we know or illuminate a parts of 
history not frequently imagined. They can be thought of as Stoler’s “state of deferral” made 
manifest, presenting a way to figuratively unmake empire’s becoming so as to have it become in 
a different way.   
These novels tend to address cultural issues through the lens of baseball, imagining the 
formation of the U.S. and its status as a global power through a focus on divisions in the U.S.—
both internal and external. Additionally, in these explorations, it becomes necessary to address 
                                                 
27 Trouillot, p. 20. 
28 Partridge, Stephen and Timothy Morris, “Baseball in Literature, Baseball as Literature.” The Cambridge 





ongoing conversations that shape these formations, concepts such as the individual vs. the 
collective, incorporation vs. autonomy, the relation to land, temporality, and contested histories. 
Popular novels such as Bernard Malamud’s The Natural (1952), Mark Harris’s The Southpaw 
(1953), Robert Coover’s The Universal Baseball Association (1968), Philip Roth’s The Great 
American Novel (1973), and W.P. Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe (1982) have been regarded as the 
vanguard of literary baseball novels, and begin to delve into these concepts.    
This last novel and its film adaptation Field of Dreams (1989), directed by Phil 
Robertson and starring Kevin Costner and James Earl Jones, often appears near the top of great 
baseball novel lists, and it combines these aforementioned concerns. While Kinsella was born in 
Edmonton, Alberta, Canada, “his father and wife are Americans, and Kinsella maintain[ed] his 
Canadian citizenship for one pragmatic and understandable reason: ‘health insurance.”29 His 
connection to the U.S. shows through in much of the subject matter he chose. Shoeless Joe 
concerns a topic to which Kinsella returned over the years: several of his other novels—The 
Iowa Baseball Confederacy (1986), If Wishes Were Horses (1996), Magic Time (1998), and 
Butterfly Winter (2011)—revolve around baseball, and he also uses the sport as a backdrop to 
many of his short stories.  
In its presentation of baseball, Shoeless Joe is more magical than realistic, yet it does 
ground much of its action in recognizable history. Its plot is well-known by most baseball fans, 
whether it be from reading it or watching the film version. Ray Kinsella, an Iowa farmer, hears a 
voice telling him, “If you build it, he will come.”30 He takes this as a sign that he should plow 
under a portion of his corn crop to build a baseball field, and subsequently obeys the voice. This 
                                                 
29 Vanderwerken, David L. “Reading Race in W.P. Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe and Phil Alden Robinson’s Field of 
Dreams.” Hungarian Journal of English and American Studies, vol. 4, no. 1-2, 1998, p. 345. 





sets him off on a journey that includes attending a Boston Red Sox game with reclusive author 
J.D. Salinger, reconnecting with his long-lost twin brother, and having the chance to meet a 
younger version of his now-deceased father. Along the way, Ray must assert his independence, 
maintain his farm—and with it, his connection to the land—and use baseball as a way to heal the 
damage caused in the past.  
Ray considers himself an outsider, constantly defining himself in contrast to his wife 
Annie’s devoutly Christian family and feeling somewhat out of place as a Midwestern farmer (he 
repeatedly remarks that he is not mechanically inclined and has no real aptitude for farming). 
Baseball anchors his identity; critic William Steele has remarked that, in his baseball fiction, 
“Kinsella uses the game of baseball as a means of establishing for his characters an identity 
beyond (though connected to) class, race, or gender.”31 In the novel, it is clear that Ray grounds 
his identity, in large measure, in his devotion to his wife and daughter Karin—these are his only 
personal connections. It is baseball that allows Ray to form connections with others outside of 
his immediate family, what he calls “a vague kinship” (34). A key figure through which Ray can 
assert this kinship is a fictionalized version of J.D. Salinger. According to Kinsella, he chose 
Salinger as a character due to his status as an American literary icon. In an interview, Kinsella 
asserted that although he was never really influenced by Salinger’s writing, “Catcher in the Rye 
is the quintessential book about growing up male in America.”32 This estimation of Salinger’s 
influence places him in a similar position to baseball in that they both participate in shaping 
national belonging. As evidenced by Kinsella’s assertion, the belonging he is interested in is 
male; but there is also an unspoken claim: the belonging is white.    
                                                 
31 Steele. A Member of the Local Nine: Baseball and Identity in the Fiction of W.P. Kinsella. McFarland, 2012, p. 2. 






Some critics have remarked upon the novel’s implicit commitment to constructing a 
white national and baseball imaginary “Despite claims for universality, commonality, [and] that 
the dreams of wish fulfillment and the healing family wounds appeal to all Americans.”33 
Tellingly, when Ray travels from Iowa to Vermont to meet Salinger, he stops in Chicago to 
watch a White Sox game on the South Side. He thinks to himself that “It is unwise for a white 
person to walk through South Chicago,” (44) and fears that he will be mugged by imagined 
“young black men in felt fedoras” who would go “on a lavish spending spree with my very white 
Iowa credit cards” (45). Although nothing happens, Ray is relieved to escape from the city. Part 
of his unease is due to his privileging the rural over the urban, which I will address a little later, 
but it is clear that he feels threatened by racial difference. For Ray, baseball at its best promotes 
“a hypothetical ‘common culture’ in America, and that alleged common culture is unabashedly 
white.”34 When Ray first arrives in Vermont, he surveys the landscape: 
As I cruise the main street, I see the Old South Church with four whitewashed Greco-
Roman columns in front; I pass the drugstore where I’ve read Salinger buys his 
newspapers; American flags everywhere; I pass the home of the Benevolent and 
Protective Order of Elks, their hall white as a Klan convention. And a covered bridge—I 
drive over it twice, windows down, enthralled by the rumble like stampeding horses, the 
earthy smell of this place permanently protected from the sun. (58) 
 
Despite his reference to the Klan, Ray seems drawn to this town and its trappings of Americana: 
the neoclassical church building, the American flags, the covered bridge. All of this evokes a 
sense of nostalgia for a simpler time, defined by its small-town, salt of the earth—and ostensibly 
all-white—feel.  
It is worth noting that Field of Dreams attempts to diversify Ray’s baseball family. In the 
film, Salinger is transformed into a black radical author named Terence Mann, played by James 
                                                 
33 Vanderwerken, p. 346. 





Earl Jones, mostly due to the real Salinger’s threats of legal action. Kinsella recalls that 
Salinger’s lawyers wrote, “saying he was outraged and offended to be portrayed in the novel and 
they would be very unhappy if it were transferred to other media,”35 which provided an opening 
to recreate the character Ray must go on a trek to find. The movie, then, further widens 
baseball’s circle of belonging, including a black man in Ray’s kinship. I address this further in 
Chapter Four, but for now I will say that this inclusion is only on the surface. It makes no real 
change in baseball’s racist past and does not address other aspects of baseball’s legacies of 
colonialism. 
Returning to the novel, Ray believes that baseball’s kinship would be furthered if shrines 
were established “in recognition of baseball greats [....] Not just at Cooperstown [home of the 
Baseball Hall of Fame and Museum], but at roadside shrines, like the cairns that commemorate 
cavalry battles, treaty signings, and Indian uprisings” (Ibid.). This would allow for a kind of 
communal understanding outside of traditional collective belonging as acts of commemoration 
and remembrance can create new networks and a kind of family bond. Ray’s reference to 
“cavalry battles, treaty signings, and Indian uprisings,” however, presents a commemoration that 
evokes American Indian presence but only succeeds in highlighting the absence of American 
Indians in Ray’s national and baseball formation. Interestingly, several of Kinsella’s other novels 
and stories involve American Indian characters, inspired by his interactions on the Ermineskin 
Reserve in Hobbema, Alberta. Indeed, his website contains a section entitled “HOBBEMA 
INDIAN STORIES”36 and includes the collections Dance Me Outside (1977), Scars (1978), 
Born Indian (1981), The Moccasin Telegraph (1983), The Fencepost Chronicles (1987), The 
Miss Hobbema Pageant (1989), Brother Frank’s Gospel Hour (1994), and The Secret of the 
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Northern Lights (1998). Several critics have remarked that Kinsella’s interest in American 
Indians also manifests itself in his baseball fiction, as he “positively associates baseball with 
another set of symbols and mythologies—those of Native Americans.”37 MacDonald maintains 
that “When Kinsella looks through baseball to explore feelings, symbols, and themes, he uses 
motifs appropriated from and sympathetic to Native American spirituality.”38 She equates Ray 
and other non-Christian characters in Shoeless Joe, with their commitment to family and 
community and connection to the land, with American Indians. Despite this apparent admiration 
for American Indians, Shoeless Joe essentially replaces Native peoples with Ray and his (white) 
baseball family. 
A key aspect of this replacement can be found in the claims Ray places on the land. 
Although he has an ambivalent relationship with farming, he still feels drawn to the land. He 
views the land as an integral part of his identity; he does not "seem meant to farm, but [he] 
want[s] to be close to this precious land, for Annie and [him] to be able to say, 'This is ours'" (5). 
Ray’s desire posits the independent white landowner as the true owner and protector of the land, 
reminiscent of Thomas Jefferson’s yeoman republic. As Jefferson wrote, “Those who labor in 
the earth are the chosen people of God, if ever he had a chosen people, whose breasts he has 
made his peculiar deposit for substantial and genuine virtue.”39 It is Ray who shows himself to 
be chosen by God—or at least the higher power of baseball. His devotion to baseball goes hand-
in-hand with his status as a farmer who owns his land, linking the game to the conquest of this 
land. He even imagines ballplayers working his farm: “My head is filled with a wild vision of 
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these men, these spirits, out in the dew-cool Iowa dawn, breaking the land, seeding and 
harrowing, the black reins wrapped around their wrists, cussing their teams on across the black 
fields, each man still dressed in his baseball uniform” (221). This dream romanticizes rural life—
a persistent feature in baseball history and in baseball novels. It also obscures the history of the 
land and the competing claims laid on it. 
 The land becomes like another person to Ray, and they mutually benefit from each other. 
Not only has Ray managed to earn a living (however meager) from the land, it has also provided 
him with his baseball field. At one point, he tells his brother-in-law—a professor and 
businessman who is buying up small farms in order to sell them to a big syndicate dedicated to 
“Computer Farming”—“you owe the land something [….] Once you’ve been touched by the 
land, the wind never blows so cold again, because your love files the edges off it. And when the 
land suffers from flood or drought or endless winter, you feel for it more than for yourself, and 
you do what you can to ease its pain” (194). Ray’s entreaty to his brother-in-law creates a solid 
through-line between the idyllic, pastoral past he imagines and his all-too-real present. The novel 
participates in a cultural trend of the 1980s, defined, in part, by President Ronald Reagan who 
“narrated a history that projected American tradition and myth into the present and future[….]To 
overcome what he perceived as aberrations in the country’s history, Reagan rearmed and 
remasculinzed America, reintroduced a fervent patriotism, and, perhaps most importantly, 
recaptured a mythic American past.”40 This mythic past is not only masculine, but also pastoral, 
innocent, and an engine of re-creation.     
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Tellingly, it is the land that Ray feels so strongly about that becomes a site of historical 
redemption. The setting creates “a dream narrative in which fathers and sons, the past and the 
present, the remembered and the imagined, are joined in a celebration of baseball as enduring 
and unalterable.”41 The baseball field he builds on that land becomes the site of redemption for 
the eight Chicago White Sox players expelled from Major League Baseball after throwing the 
1919 World Series: “Shoeless” Joe Jackson, Arnold “Chick” Gandil, Eddie Cicotte, Oscar 
“Happy” Felsch, Charles “Swede” Risberg, George “Buck” Weaver, and Claude “Lefty” 
Williams. Ray cares about Jackson the most (hence the novel’s title), as he was his father’s 
favorite player. There has also been actual debate over how much Jackson knew about the plan 
to throw the World Series and how deeply his involved. Many baseball fans believe Jackson has 
been unfairly treated, and there are constant calls for him to be posthumously pardoned. Ray’s 
field repairs this breach, returning to him his rightful place on the baseball diamond. It also 
affords the other players the opportunity to rewrite history. Watching a game, Ray thinks, “It is 
as if in another, fairer climate the Black Sox Scandal never happened, and the Unlucky Eight 
play on, several of them earning baseball immortality” (29). 
Not only does Ray’s field restore the ability to play to these men, it also opens up 
possibilities for others. Archibald “Moonlight” Graham, a now-deceased doctor who featured in 
one game for New York Giants in right field, but never got a major league at bat, is brought back 
to life as a young man and gets to play multiple games with the White Sox. At novel’s end, J.D. 
Salinger, who dreamed of playing with the New York Giants at the Polo Grounds, ventures into 
the corn from which the players emerge from and return to—no one knows what he will find 
there, but perhaps he will (re)discover the old stadium and (re)live baseball history. Ray 
                                                 





reconnects with his twin brother Richard and the two finally come to a mutual understanding and 
have a reunion with their father; they are able to access a part of their father’s life they never 
knew. It is baseball, in this specific time and place, that sets the scene for creating new histories; 
Kinsella’s narrative exemplifies the baseball novel that “envision[s] baseball as generative and 
cyclical, yet somehow transcendent and transformative as well.”42 Despite the popular narrative 
illustrated by Shoeless Joe, I contend that baseball and the narratives surrounding the sport can 
be transformative for different groups of people. The novels I read throughout the dissertation 
grapple, in varying ways, with this transformative potential.  
Chapter One concerns itself with one of baseball’s oldest narratives, focusing on the 
sport’s role during the Civil War and the game’s subsequent spread across the U.S. I trace the 
construction of this particular narrative through a number of cultural objects, notably Albert G. 
Spalding’s America’s National Game (1911). This text was penned by one of baseball’s 
“founding fathers,” and was integral to disseminating baseball’s nationalist narrative. Spalding’s 
insistence that baseball means democracy, progress, and union has endured. I read Thomas 
Dyja’s 1997 novel Play for a Kingdom as an intervention into this narrative. The novel 
showcases the historical conditions which generated histories like Spalding’s, but it also 
illustrates how such conceptions of baseball and the nation were not inevitable; rather, they were 
always contested and built on the erasure of ethnic differences and struggles over territory. 
Chapter Two explores another one of baseball’s grand narratives, one that has, in some 
ways, superseded that covered in the first chapter: the African American integration of the sport. 
The official history here valorizes Jackie Robinson and presents him as a solitary, exemplary 
figure, obscuring other histories of African Americans in baseball—and by extension, the nation. 
                                                 





I illustrate how texts like the films The Jackie Robinson Story (1950) and 42 (2013) present 
Robinson’s 1947 breaking of the color line as a fulfillment of the proclamation that “all men are 
created equal.” These films and other artifacts discussed in this chapter celebrate the progress the 
U.S. has made in incorporating African Americans into the nation. They also suppress other, 
more critical stories, represented here by my reading of the African American nineteenth century 
baseball player Moses Fleetwood (Fleet) Walker’s life and 1908 pamphlet Our Home Colony. In 
presenting an alternative way in which integration could have happened, the novel The End of 
Baseball (2008) by Peter Schilling, Jr. complicates integration’s celebratory narrative. It 
ultimately brings into question the desirability of integration. 
Chapter Three turns to the complicated issue of Latin American baseball’s relationship to 
the U.S. Popular discussions about the topic tend to focus on recent histories, usually the last 
thirty years. This usually entails coverage of the role of baseball academies in Latin American 
countries and the ways in which they help or hinder young Latin players in their quest to make it 
to the US major leagues. I interrogate some of these conversations through examining objects 
like the film Sugar (2008), which follows the baseball career of a young Dominican player. At 
stake here, in part, is how Latin players function in the U.S. baseball imaginary, and the 
feasibility of incorporation. I also consider the role of Mexican baseball as a parallel and 
alternative to US major leagues through readings of the career of Mexican phenomenon 
Fernando Valenzuela and the popularity of the Mexican League during the 1940s. The Veracruz 
Blues (1996), written by Mark Winegardner, gives a fictionalized account of the Mexican 
League’s 1946 season and suggests a different focus for baseball’s promise: maybe it resides 





Chapter Four focuses on the U.S.’s history of settler colonialism—and baseball’s role in 
it—while refashioning what baseball can mean and accomplish for American Indians. Figures 
like Louis Sockalexis (the so-called inspiration for the Cleveland Indians) and Jim Thorpe have 
featured prominently in the baseball imaginary; I discuss both figures and the stories that 
surround them. I also place the histories of American Indians and baseball up against this 
histories of cultural phenomena such as boarding schools and Wild West shows to examine the 
ways in which baseball might be remembered as Native America’s pastime instead of that of the 
U.S. nation-sate and how such a remembering can alter our experiences of the present. In her 
2007 novel Miko Kings, LeAnne Howe reimagines the history of baseball in Indian Territory as 
it centers on a game played between an Indian Team and the U.S. Seventh Cavalry on the eve of 
Oklahoma’s statehood. This novel presents the idea that baseball truly has its roots in American 
Indian games, and maintains that playing the game was (and may continue to be) an assertion of 
Indianness, not an attempt to assimilate. Howe thus indigenizes America’s game in way never 







CHAPTER 1: THE PROMISE OF BASEBALL 
In a 1998 issue of Civil War Times Illustrated, appended to an article titled “Baseball and 
the Civil War,” readers shared “their thoughts on baseball and its connection to the Civil War.”1 
Many of these entries portrayed baseball as quintessentially American, a foundational part of 
American identity, for better or for worse. These musings contemplate the meanings the game 
held in the past, and may continue to hold. One reader speculated that 
Baseball may have enabled former soldiers to regain a portion of their lost innocence. 
They would agree that the game of baseball, with its simple message of competition, fair 
play, and male bonding, is as much a quest for innocence as it is a celebration of the 
strength of American—South and North—and a lasting epitaph to the courageous energy 
of that era.2 
 
Here, baseball acts as an instrument of reconciliation. More importantly, it is the ultimate 
expression of youth and resilience. It is through baseball that the U.S. is able to assert its virtues 
of life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness, of equality for all, and—much like W.P. Kinsella’s 
Shoeless Joe—the nation’s fundamental newness and ability to recreate itself. Other comments 
ran along similar lines, with one claiming “The Civil War democratized American society, 
including baseball, our national pastime.”3 Yet another comment speaks to the multitude of 
meanings attached to the Civil War and baseball:  
Both the war and the game evoke feelings of pride and serve as a testament to the 
indomitable spirit of man. Americans rally to protect battlefields such as Gettysburg and 
Antietam to remember forever the heroic deeds of a bygone era. The same sense of 
maintaining continuity with the past surrounds the desire of many to preserve the pristine 
nature of the nation’s ballparks. So long as the country relishes its past, there will always 
be someone willing to learn about the great war or relive the epic game seven.4 
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Equating battlefields with ballfields illustrates just how much the war and baseball can overlap 
and bleed into one entity. This entry also privileges the past and clearly presents it as being over. 
The events and places are firmly etched in time, to be “relived,” but not reimagined. One 
response the magazine printed differed in tone and subject matter than the others, however: 
Baseball and the Civil War share a common core. In the war, both sides felt that blacks 
were incapable of independence without support of their white ‘fathers.’ In 1863 
Abraham Lincoln freed the slaves. Some of them became soldiers, but they were led by 
white officers. Later, in baseball, the Brooklyn Dodgers, enlisted Jackie Robinson for his 
team. It is now 51 years later, and the game’s leadership remains white. Blacks still hold 
no real power.5 
 
This last quote presents an issue that I explore in greater depth in Chapter Two, but its 
observation speaks to the fractures in remembrances of baseball and the Civil War. The 
prevailing belief in baseball as the ultimate expression of American ideals links the sport to U.S. 
nationalism. This, however, is only one narrative—albeit one that has the most popular traction.  
These thoughts on the relationship between baseball and the Civil War illustrate a belief 
that both are integral to the constitution and perpetuation of the U.S. as a nation. They are 
regularly linked, positing baseball as an essential cog in the machinery of nation-building, both 
before and after the Civil War. In such a reading, baseball plays a central role in the US’s 
modernization in the antebellum period—mostly during the 1840s and 1850s—and an instrument 
to reunite and strengthen the Union after the war’s end.  Additionally, the sport’s role as an agent 
of reunification is sometimes seen to begin during the war itself—as Confederate and Union 
soldiers were said to have played games between battles and in prisoner of war camps—forming 
a bond between (white) soldiers from both the Union and the Confederacy that would stretch into 
Reconstruction and beyond.  This reading of the cultural work baseball performs has become the 
sport’s dominant narrative: as the nation’s pastime, the sport has been crucial in first making the 
                                                 





U.S. a unified and democratic, then a global power. Tellingly, this narrative tends to center on 
white men, allowing only marginal spaces for differences in race and gender. In baseball’s 
official narrative of both the sport and the nation, it is the consolidation of white power that 
forms the foundation of belonging, even if this belief remains unspoken (although it is 
sometimes acknowledged). Over the years, there have been a number of challenges to this 
narrative, challenges I address in the following chapters, but this nationalistic narrative remains 
the most persistent. As one author puts it, “Baseball took hold of our imagination during the 
post-Civil War boom that transformed America from a rural, agricultural country, concerned 
with settling a vast wilderness, to an industrial giant ready to take on the world.”6 This 
mythologization began during baseball’s earliest days, and has been continually reinforced.  
In this chapter, I trace the ways in which baseball has been constructed as “America’s 
National Game,” as described above, which, I argue, then forms the foundation for continental 
and global expansion of both baseball and the nation. While baseball’s main narrative 
foregrounds the U.S.’s national consolidation, embedded in this narrative is the nation’s imperial 
ambitions, as the above quote gestures towards. I begin by offering a reading of Thomas Dyja’s 
1997 novel Play for a Kingdom, which presents a fictionalized account of baseball playing 
during the Civil War. The novel illustrates the blend of history and myth that characterizes 
baseball’s dominant narrative. George Lipsitz remarks that, “Because myth emphasizes the 
eternal and the cyclical, it speaks more to reconciliation with existing power realities than to 
challenges against them.”7 With this in mind, Play for a Kingdom tries to make sense of the past 
and, in doing so, makes plain the remembering and forgetting that is crucial to creating myth—a 
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myth that has become almost indistinguishable from history. In terms of genre, the novel appears 
to be a realist, historical novel that dramatizes a key moment in baseball history, yet reads more 
myth. Because of this, I focus on the difficult relationship between history, myth, and memory 
that lurks beneath the surface and how the novel dramatizes the remembrances and silences on 
which both U.S. history and baseball history depend. While Play for a Kingdom concerns itself 
with how baseball playing during the Civil War made disparate groups of (white) men into one 
community—however tumultuous this assemblage is—and ultimately created a unified national 
entity, I read it as a creation myth that willfully obscures the U.S.’s foundation of settler 
colonialism and disavows its imperial claims.  
After my discussion of Play for a Kingdom, I move on to another key aspect of baseball’s 
official narrative: the project of "proving" baseball's uniquely American roots. This emphasis on 
origins and baseball's "Americanness" can be seen in the proliferation of baseball guides starting 
in the 1860s, which contained rules and statistics (and sometimes the history of the game), and 
gave the sport a sense of legitimacy. Baseball guides also began to construct a narrative of the 
sport as the embodiment of American values. I then turn to a more specific issue of origins: who 
created the game. Various attempts to locate the true father of baseball tend to attribute the honor 
to white men, but emphasize different characteristics. Some founding fathers have been deemed 
so, in part, because of their military service. Others have been singled out because of how they 
revolutionized and promoted the game. At any rate, this search for the father of baseball has both 
shaped and reinforced the dominant narrative of baseball as a sport created by and chiefly for 
white, professional men.  
One such man was Alexander Cartwright, who is sometimes referred to as “the Father of 





baseball, in some ways Cartwright has now has assumed the mantle, as he most embodies the 
spirit of baseball’s nationalist narrative. Born in New York City in 1820, Cartwright was a 
founding member of the Knickerbocker Baseball Club, which has been credited with creating 
many of baseball’s rules and regulations that remain to this day. He moved to California during 
the 1849 gold rush and eventually ended up in Hawai‘i, where he spent the rest of his life. This 
westward move—and Cartwright’s supposed spreading of baseball along the way—illustrates 
baseball’s entanglement with and investment in Manifest Destiny. The story of Cartwright’s life 
foregrounds his contributions to U.S. nationalism and anchors the most enduring version of 
baseball history, one that takes as its main actor a certain American type: white, male, 
industrious, professional, expansive. While the specter of empire lurks in both popular and 
scholarly discussions of Cartwright, it rarely receives explicit attention. In my treatment of 
Cartwright, I highlight his participation in the U.S.’s expansion across the continental U.S. and 
then across the Pacific to Hawai‘i. 
I then move on to discussing Albert G. Spalding, who inhabited a number of roles in the 
world of baseball. Over the course of his life, he was a player, manager, baseball guide publisher, 
sporting goods magnate, and all-around promoter of the game. I offer a reading of his sprawling 
history of baseball, America’s National Game (1911), focusing on how Spalding presents a 
thorough early history of baseball, and lays the foundation for one of the sport’s most enduring 
narratives. Spalding was not the originator of these beliefs, but his volume represents prevailing 
ideas of about how and why baseball became the U.S.’s national pastime, cementing the 
narrative that would long be favored by baseball pundits and fans alike. While baseball was (and 
continues to be) spoken of and written about as the great equalizer, my reading of Spalding’s text 





designed to present the U.S. as a favored nation and baseball as one of the primary reasons for 
this honor.  Ultimately, Spalding lauds the U.S.’s legitimacy as a world power with its own 
distinct and powerful history. Baseball becomes both a symbol and a mechanism of this status. I 
maintain that both baseball’s actual history and its fictional counterpart in Play for a Kingdom, 
while tending to focus on nation building, ultimately clear the way for a more complete and far-
reaching American imperialism. I begin, however, with discussing the Civil War as a mythic 
source of baseball’s power to unite disparate people and form a coherent nation. 
Baseball, War, and a (National?) Identity 
 One event that baseball’s official history takes as formative is the Civil War, partially 
because of the now-debunked myth that baseball was created in 1839 by Abner Doubleday, who 
then went on to serve in the Civil War. I address this later in the chapter, but for now it is 
important to note that the emphasis on baseball playing during the war tends to present baseball 
as a site where a uniquely American identity is created and through which this identity spreads. 
This belief in the power of baseball has been transmitted through media like novels, as discussed 
in the introduction. Here, I focus on Thomas Dyja’s 1997 novel Play for a Kingdom, which takes 
as its subject baseball during the Civil War. In presenting a version of both baseball and the war 
that purports to illustrate the triumph of American unity in the face of sectional, ethnic, and class 
difference, I argue that the novel instead illustrates how this community-building was 
inextricably tied to the oppression of non-white peoples and the U.S.’s expansionist ambitions—
and that baseball played a key role in shaping this seemingly contradictory imagining of the 
nation. I read the novel as indicative of what David Blight has called “the reconciliationist 
vision,” which eventually “overwhelmed the emancipationist vision in the national culture,”8 
                                                 





privileging white reunion over racial justice. Additionally, this vision formed the foundation for 
the U.S.’s continental growth and then overseas. In this respect, the novel exemplifies what Ian 
Finseth has described in his analysis of Walt Whitman’s Memoranda During the War (1876), in 
which Whitman  
express[es] a common progressive view of the Civil War, especially among Northern 
writers and intellectuals, for whom the conflict represented a lamentable scourge but also 
a grand opportunity for the country to take its rightful place in world history, one 
determined by the paradoxical alignment of freedom and unity.9  
 
In Play for a Kingdom, this proves to be the preferred account of history; one that lends both 
U.S. empire and baseball supremacy a sense of inevitability.  
It is worth noting that the novel was published at a time when baseball’s exalted place as 
the nation’s pastime was in jeopardy. Major League Baseball (MLB) was seeking to reclaim its 
cultural capital after the players’ strike of 1994, which was precipitated by the owners, who 
“demanded a salary cap in 1993 in violation of the baseball contract. The players refused, and the 
owners withheld pensions and benefits, daring the union to strike. It did just that, in August 
1994.”10 Even when MLB resumed play in 1995, attendance was down, with many fans vowing 
to never return to major league ballparks. Because of this, “Some claimed baseball was dead, 
especially with football’s continuing rise in popularity.”11 The league began to rebound in 1998, 
which saw the St. Louis Cardinals’ Mark McGwire and the Chicago Cubs’ Sammy Sosa battle to 
break the single-season home run record set by Roger Maris in 1961. This “captured the nation’s 
imagination, bringing back old fans and generating millions of new ones.”12 Play for a 
Kingdom’s publication in 1997 places it squarely within MLB’s crisis period. In imagining 
                                                 
9 Finseth. The Civil War Dead and American Modernity. Oxford University Press, 2018, p.3.  
10 Elias, Robert. The Empire Strikes Out: How Baseball Sold U.S. Foreign Policy and Promoted the American Way 
Abroad. The New Press, 2010, p. 243. 
11 Ibid.  





baseball as a crucial identity-shaping activity during the Civil War, the novel participates in 
reestablishing baseball as the nation’s national game. It hews closely to the exceptionalist official 
narrative of both the U.S. and baseball, presenting both as paragons of equality and meritocracy. 
In addition to contributing to baseball’s rehabilitation, Play for a Kingdom is also one of 
several popular Civil War novels that hit the market in the 1990s. Some other examples are 
Harry Turtledove’s exercise in alternative history The Guns of the South (1992), which imagined 
what would have happened had the Confederates won the war, and the more straightforward 
historical fictions Gods and Generals by Jeff Shaara (1996) and Cold Mountain by Charles 
Frazier (1997). These novels all tend to grapple with the contested personal and communal 
legacies wrought by the war; they present characters whose lives are deeply impacted and whose 
personal struggles and decisions then create a variety of changes in the larger world. In a note 
“TO THE READER” in Gods and Generals, Shaara locates the power of these types of 
narratives in that the reader feels he “truly knows these characters,” and writes that he dedicates 
the novel to those “who learned their American history in often impersonal textbooks.”13 He 
goes on to say that, “In 1861 every American was faced with the horror of watching their young 
nation divide, and every soldier—and a great number of civilians—had to make an extraordinary 
decision, a question of loyalty, of principles, of duty. Those individual decisions in many ways 
changed our history as a nation.”14 This personalization of Civil War history aids in creating a 
national imaginary that centers the war as foundational for not only the country, but for each 
individual, as well.  
Dyja’s writing seems driven by motivations similar to Shaara.  Dyja, who has worked as 
a publisher and bookseller, as well as authoring two novels and a nonfiction book, began writing 
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Play for a Kingdom as an exploration of national identity. As he tells it, the novel “was always 
meant to be an imagined moment from the creation of the American identity. The Civil War 
marked this nation’s coming of age, and baseball, as promoted by men such as sportswriter 
Henry Chadwick, took hold as our American game at the same time.”15 While the novel began as 
an examination of how baseball informed and shaped national identity, Dyja also admits that it  
became a very personal book, a way of revisiting who I once was becoming, and who I 
wanted to be. The internal struggles of my characters as they learned to be husbands, 
fathers, friends, and Americans were all born of the questions I was asking myself as I 
came of age during those years of writing. And so, despite my best efforts, my first novel 
ended up a novel of identity.16  
 
Here, he voices a common viewpoint of baseball as both intensely personal and collective. Like 
Ray Kinsella in Shoeless Joe, Dyja looks to baseball history to understand both the nation and 
himself. In Dyja’s words, we see a commitment to affirming the centrality of both the Civil War 
and baseball for the formation of American identity. Yet, exactly what this identity will be is 
unclear. The answer to this unfolds throughout the novel, ultimately presenting an identity that 
is, at its heart, white and male. As one scholar writes, “The straight white male is the default 
value American,”17 and this default relies on the “rhetoric of meritocracy.”18 Throughout Play 
for a Kingdom, however, the repressed conflicts and violences that this identity is built upon 
come to the fore, despite how the novel pushes them down.  
The novel’s plot revolves around a series of games played between Union and 
Confederate regiments: the 14th Brooklyn and the 12th Alabama. The series, in part, acts as a 
cover for the 14th Brooklyn’s lieutenant, John Burridge, to make contact with a Union scout who 
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is “a Rebel who has raised himself to a position of some influence within the Confederate 
army.”19 This spy, who is to be known only by Burridge, turns out to be Lieutenant Sidney Mink 
of the 12th Alabama. Burridge chooses to use the games, played over the course of the Battle of 
Spotsylvania—from May 8 to May 21, 1864—to extract strategic information from Mink. While 
this clandestine plan ostensibly anchors the plot, it really acts as a backdrop to the novel’s true 
action: the men of 14th Brooklyn struggle with understanding their place in the war and in the 
nation, and what will become of them when (or if) they return home. Baseball becomes a way for 
them to work through these issues on multiple levels. In figuring out what types of ballplayers 
they are, they explore their own everyday identities and in forming their team and facing others, 
they negotiate the difficulties of forming collectives. Ultimately, these more personal concerns 
allow for a space to imagine what the nation will be.  
This impulse tends to ground historical novels like Play for a Kingdom. In tracing the rise 
of the historical novel, Georg Lukács notes that historical conditions arose which allowed “men 
to comprehend their own existence as something historically conditioned, for them to see in 
history something which deeply affects their daily lives and immediately concerns them.”20 This 
awakening prompted authors and readers alike to grapple with social forces that shaped this 
history in order to understand it. The characters throughout Play for a Kingdom are caught up in 
a formative historical moment and increasingly become aware of the enormity of the war and 
their status as historical actors. The character most indicative of this is Lieutenant Burridge, a 
Columbia University-educated man who dreams of a future as a senator or the president. At the 
beginning of the novel, he is firmly focused on making connections during the war, connections 
that will lift him to the highest rungs of New York City society and beyond. He constantly reads 
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of Julius Caesar’s exploits and tries to remember his Latin and Greek. He gets drawn into 
espionage through the lure of the possibility of “creat[ing] history” (34). His captain tells him, 
“This is a crucial moment in this nation’s history, and you are to serve a most important role in 
its resolution,” (36) which is an irresistible prospect to a man who craves power and influence—
attributes he believes will make him like his hero Caesar. Over the course of the novel, however, 
Burridge comes to realize “He could not be Caesar; was not meant to be [….] Those he fought 
with were not pieces on a board or toe marks in the dirt around first base. Each was a man, and 
so was he” (265). While he may not be a grand actor on the historical stage, Burridge realizes his 
humanity and that he—and his fellow soldiers—are creating history in their own ways. It 
becomes more important to him that he is part of a group and what this group does has 
consequences, however small these consequences might be.  
The group to which Burridge belongs is the 14th Brooklyn regiment, Company L, which 
is a fitting (collective) main character to examine the connection between baseball and US 
nation-building. Formed in 1847, the 14th was called to serve at the Civil War’s beginning. This 
regiment fought alongside baseball’s mythical founder, Abner Doubleday (about him, more 
later), linking them to the game’s genesis—and that of the nation at large. A retrospective of the 
regiment’s history likens military regiments to “nations in this respect that, although they seem 
to be always dying, yet they do not die. The individuals that compose them, one by one, retire 
from the strenuous battle-field of life. But the spirit which created them lives on.”21 We can read 
such a sentiment through the lens of Benedict Anderson’s Imagined Communities in that the 
regiment continues to exist through common remembrances. Both nations and regiments are 
collective entities that, according to the author, function as one. He endows the regiment with its 
                                                 





own spirit, which is made up of “the aspirations, and emotions, and sacrifices, and bold deeds, 
and noble ardors of each of all the individuals, combined into one intangible force that leads and 
inspires and animates and guides. Mere individuals are subordinate to this spirit.”22 It is the 
regiment—and, by extension, the nation—that truly dictates the actions of each individual in it. 
One can take a similar view of a successful baseball team, and that is the relationship Play for a 
Kingdom sets out to explore.  
The fictional 14th Regiment is filled with men who have led very different lives and have 
a diverse set of values. There is Burridge, an upwardly mobile lieutenant who begins to suspect 
that he is nothing more than a dilettante; Lyman Alder, a butcher and family man who feels 
burdened by his home life and increasingly disillusioned by the war; Tiger Quigley, a brash Irish 
immigrant who wears his anti-black racism on his sleeve; and Newt Fry, an abolitionist whose 
cowardice in battle haunts him at every turn. Other prominent characters include a trio of young 
Bowery b’hoys who treat the war as if it were a street brawl, and a handful of Europeans who 
seem out of place in their habits and mindsets. The differences between these men cause tension; 
for example, Fry’s commitment to abolition is a sore spot with Quigley, who resents what he 
sees as the Union favoring slaves over white people (especially the Irish, like himself). As the 
games progress, however, the men find common ground in playing, thinking of, and talking 
about baseball. The sport becomes both a respite from war and a unifying force. As the men 
draw closer to the end of their enlistment—May 21—they come to realize that  
their survival came in some measure because of the matches [games], because they could 
turn a double play even if they didn’t like who they were throwing to. Even if there was 
something fishy going on around them, the matches had given them a reason to press on. 
Louis and Karl had become loud voices in the group. The Irish were even talking to the 
Dutchman; Wes, though still a thief, was a tough fighter; Teddy had learned his place. 
And, most of all, they stuck together. (334) 
 
                                                 





The games unify these men in that they learn how to work together. They do not become the 
same, but do form a cohesive unit and seem to become the best versions of themselves. It is 
crucial to note that play becomes the basis of real transformation. In this, Play for a Kingdom is 
faithful to baseball’s most enduring narrative, making immigrants into Americans through 
cooperative play. As Bill Brown has written, “recreation becomes a means of ‘incorporating’ the 
child and the immigrant into the American mainstream, a mode of satisfying the ‘search for the 
order.’”23 But in Dyja’s vision, it is only European immigrants that fit into this narrative—by 
extension, it is only European immigrants that can be incorporated into the nation.   
 Additionally, the presentation of baseball as both a continuation of and a refuge from 
war hews closely to much of baseball’s mythology as exemplified by men like Spalding. 
Although the series of games began as pure recreation—as Alder thinks, “There was consolation 
in a game of catch” (77)—it increasingly becomes clear that baseball and the war are deeply 
entwined. As Bill Brown has noted, “As a mimetic representation of war, the game facilitates 
both the expression of violence and its restraint, its restraint within the limits of representation, 
within the regulations of the game.”24 Instead of a true escape from fighting, the playing of 
baseball, with its own set of rules and imposed order, reinforces that from which the 
soldiers/ballplayers seek to leave behind. At first, the sight of an open field leads one character to 
think of a baseball field “with its same expanse of clean grass and exact limits. A ball field was a 
world within the world, too, he thought, with its own rules related in some way to the rules of 
life” (77). But after being immersed in the series, the game “had become more a duty than a 
pleasure” (348). Real life and play begin to merge into one, with actions on the field translating 
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to repercussions in the war and in life beyond it. Burridge thinks that “His spying with Mink was 
not an abstract exercise or lines on a map. It was not a game. It cost men their lives. His eyes 
welled with tears as he faced his role in creating this slaughter” (278). This raises the stakes for 
ballplaying, making the game a matter of life and death. For the soldiers/ballplayers of Play for a 
Kingdom, baseball during the war not only permeates all aspects of their lives, but also comes to 
represent all of these aspects. 
Play for a Kingdom not only participates in the tradition of historical novels as an 
exploration of history’s totalizing force, it also makes plain cracks in that totalization. In 
attempting to make sense of how history unfolds, it entails, of course, an examination of the 
collective and the conflicts that exist within that collective. The men of the 14th Brooklyn learn to 
play and get along with each other, but the novel does not, in the end, offer a triumphalist version 
of baseball as the great unifier. Despite its impulse to hew closely to baseball’s official narrative 
and make sense of the nation’s disparate parts, the novel never completely brings together these 
fragments.  One of the clearest examples of this is the character of Lyman Alder, a baseball fan 
who takes the lead when it comes to organizing games and encouraging others to play. Alder 
must reconcile himself to the fact that the face of baseball is changing. He longs for the days 
when baseball players played for the love of the game, not money; he complains “It’s the legal 
tenders they’re handing out now. They play it for money and that’s all there is to it. Damned 
thugs out there now and it used to be a fine thing on a summer day. It’s not a man’s game 
anymore” (27). Alder represents a version of U.S. masculinity that privileges recreation and 
yearns for a preindustrial past, resisting the narrative of progress and the sense of inevitability it 
brings. He does not want to be caught up in baseball’s wave of history as he has been caught up 





Alder also takes issue with new rules being implemented. He “didn’t like the fly game, 
even though the Excelsiors and all the best teams were playing it. To him it stressed physical 
prowess more than necessary” (85).  His complaint echoes one that was prevalent in the years 
leading up to the Civil War. When standardizing the game, one of most contentious debates was 
between the bound rule and the fly rule. According to the bound rule, “a batter was out if a 
fielder caught the batted ball, fair or foul, either before it touched the ground or after the first 
bound.”25 Those who, like Lyman, favored the bound game believed that it created a level 
playing field. It allowed for men of various skill levels to take of advantage of a sport that was 
meant to be played by everyone. For proponents of the fly game, however, being able to catch 
balls on the bound was infantilizing. The 1860s was a time when baseball was attempting to 
legitimate itself as a manly pastime, one that captured the spirit of an ascendant nation. As Ryan 
Swanson has remarked,  
Baseball’s rules fit the times. Placing restrictions on pitchers, for the purpose of giving 
the batter a chance to hit the ball, meant to ensure fair competition. The ideas of 
amateurism, fairness, order, and respectability remained entrenched in late-nineteenth-
century baseball culture. Through the rule changes of the 1860s and ’70s, baseball ethos 
continued to include an emphasis on bringing together gentlemen for dignified 
competition.26  
 
While Swanson is concerned with Reconstruction, the roots of his claims are in the 1850s and 
1860s. Even as baseball began to move away from being a gentleman’s sport, many other 
working men, tradesmen like Alder the butcher, still held fast to the idea of fair play and 
believed that the baseball diamond should be a level playing field. Here, we begin to see the 
conflicts embedded in the nation as envisioned by men like Alder. While he seeks to define U.S. 
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identity through baseball’s ability to create equal opportunities for all, this “all” remains racially 
limited. 
Alder’s thoughts betray a belief in what he considers the common man; as we will see, 
this conception of the common man, while encountering some challenges, remains white. His 
opinions about how baseball should be played mirror his anxieties about potential changes in 
nation. He “could still remember the days when it was a good thing to be a common man, when 
it was believed that the natural attributes of an American were enough to carry him forward, 
when the United States was a place where every face had value and every hand had to tend this 
garden and do its planting” (131). He abhors the increased population as his hometown of 
Brooklyn becomes more urban, and rejects the increasing mechanization he sees around him. 
People are now no more than “spokes on the gears of a huge machine that was grinding away to 
make money. If a spoke snapped off, they just replaced it. “Union” meant something else now, a 
faceless country, a consuming whole that united everyone together like the numbered employees 
at the sulfur plant who worked for the company, not with each other” (131-132).For Alder, while 
he rarely vocalizes it, black Americans do not factor much in his thoughts; the category of 
“gentleman” is already raced and classed. He recalls “the political life during his thirty-odd 
years, and every one of import had revolved around slavery. From the end of the Mexican War 
and the Wilmot Proviso when he was all of fourteen until now, the United States had talked 
about little other than slavery and sectionalism” (187). Despite this continuous presence of the 
slavery question and its centrality to U.S. history, Alder realizes that he had never spoken to a 
black person until coming into contact with contrabands in 1862. It is then that he understands 
that “they were like any other group of people” in that each one is different. He “had felt stupid, 





he gives to black Americans, however, and he does not seem to include them in his vision of 
what the nation should be.  
He does, however, feel an irresistible pull towards Micah Breese, a white soldier with the 
12th Alabama, who he views as a hard-working, regular man, who only wants the war to end so 
that he can return to his family and community. Alder daydreams about seeing Breese on the 
streets of Brooklyn—even though he recognizes how out of place Breese would be. After one 
game, Alder imagines the two of them “all in white, throwing the ball around the grounds on 
Court Street [in Brooklyn], Ernie [Alder’s son] serving up the lemonade” (358). He tells Breese 
“I like these matches fine, but I’d rather you was on our side, and the fact is, you and me and all 
the boys in this field are [….] we are with you. We’re all goddamn Americans” (358-9). Other 
members of the 14th Brooklyn feel similarly about the 12th Alabama. By the time the 14th 
regiment has played several games against the Confederates, many of them feel disconnected 
from the Union. One of them claims, “I don’t wanna have to kill any of those Rebels we playing. 
They seem OK by me.” Alder, with some hesitance, agrees: “Though he could feel the heat of 
the cause and call it ‘Union,’ he couldn’t fully recall its features, and, like Tice, Lyman wasn’t 
thrilled about killing these boys. He wanted them on his side” (183-4). These soldiers’ minds 
have already turned to reunion, psychically rejoining the South to the North. It is not the 
battlefield, but the ballfield—the act of play and shared values—that provokes these feelings.  
This building of understanding between soldiers from the North and South hints at 
another foundational aspect of baseball’s place in the U.S. imaginary. A necessary precondition 
to baseball helping to spread U.S. influence across the globe is the consolidation of a unified 
nation. Play for a Kingdom presents the war as a struggle to legitimate a nation, whether it be the 





they thought was theirs,” (ix) which foregrounds the struggle over territory. The war becomes a 
character itself, its “own progress had fused a nation with rails, commerce, and mass graves, and 
the army could only mirror a new and more uniform country as it surged forward, well fed and 
well clothed by the mechanical age it had made necessary” (x). After these introductory words 
briefly referencing the centrality of the fight over land, this concern fades from the novel, 
effectively erasing the nation’s legacy of settler colonialism. It becomes naturalized as it fades 
into the background, making the battle between groups of mostly white men the focus. Taken 
together with the other aspects of the novel previously discussed, Play for a Kingdom’s vision of 
the U.S. is one that, even in presenting a fractured nation, still adheres to the Civil War as an 
originary event that ultimately paves the way for unity—a unity that disavows racial difference 
and the theft of Native lands. This, however, is only one aspect of baseball’s mythological 
official narrative. Another aspect revolves around locating a deeper point of origin.    
The Search for Origins 
John Thorn, the official historian of Major League Baseball, following a not entirely 
serious suggestion that James Fenimore Cooper might be considered one of baseball’s fathers, 
penned an article in which he elaborated on this possibility, describing what it would mean if this 
scenario were true. In Thorn's estimation, Cooper could possibly be added to the list of 
founders—a list I will return to in more depth later—because he “was to prose what Thomas 
Cole was to painting: an American original despite his classical leanings, and a beacon for those 
who followed in the nativist tradition.”27 In Thorn’s estimation here, it is Cooper‘s contribution 
to cultural nationalism that forms the foundation of baseball’s fatherhood. With his historical 
romances that provided the U.S. with a vividly-imagined past, Cooper helped create a national 
                                                 






literature. The search for baseball's fathers and the drive to pinpoint a uniquely American origin 
for baseball aligns with other impulses of the antebellum U.S.: the nation sought to differentiate 
itself from Europe, and this required cultural autonomy. As Thorn explains, “In its sport as in its 
arts and politics, America strove to stand on its own feet, to be unshackled from European—and 
especially British—tradition.”28  
In turning to Cooper as baseball's possible father, Thorn also evokes place, a pastoral 
home for the sport. Much like the character of Alder from Play for a Kingdom, this locates the 
U.S.’s “true” identity in a pure, rural past. Before it was thought of as baseball's birthplace, 
Cooperstown was most associated with Cooper. In the words of the village's website, "it is a 
treasured historic site, where James Fenimore Cooper, America's first true novelist and author of 
The Last of the Mohicans [sic], grew up and set many of his classic works (in and around the 
Village [sic] his father founded)."29 The website mentions Otsego Lake as a chief attraction, 
lending the village "such great beauty" as well as offering a location for recreation. It also refers 
to the town as "a magical place to live”—such a place would be ideal as baseball's place of 
origin, steeped in nostalgia and signifying the U.S.'s past. Taken together, these musings on 
Cooper as baseball's father point to the complex intersection of place, history, and remembering 
that comprises the creation mythologies of both the nation and baseball. 
Another key mechanism of baseball’s construction as the nation’s game was the 
proliferation of baseball guides, starting in the 1860s. New editions of these guides were released 
each year and were filled with rules and regulations, standardizing the national game. Most of 
them also included lists of baseball teams, histories of the sport, statistics, and images of owners, 
managers, and players. A number of guides appeared over the years, such as Spalding’s Official 
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Base Ball Guide, Reach’s Official Base Ball Guide, and Napoleon Lajoie’s Official Base Ball 
Guide, and Beadle’s Dime Base Ball Player. This last set of guides began publication in 1860 
and set the standard for guides that would come later (see Fig. 2).                        
 The Dime Baseball Player was originally penned by Henry Chadwick—who I will 
return to during my discussion of baseball’s founding fathers—and reads, in part, like a manual 
on how to organize and run a baseball club. The 1865 edition’s title page, for example, states that 
the guide contains “THE PROCEEDINGS OF THE EIGHTH ANNUAL BASE-BALL 
CONVENTION, TOGETHER WITH THE NEW RULES ADOPTED; RULES FOR THE 
FORMATION OF CLUBS, ETC.”30 This reflects the fact that, during the 1850s and 1860s, 
baseball began to shed its image as a game played chiefly for leisure and moved towards 
professionalization. Although he refers to baseball as recreation, Chadwick makes it clear that it 
is also work and should be treated as such. Many other contemporary articles and newspaper 
items also "employed almost exclusively the language of work: discipline, training, skill, 
specialization."31  This impulse was what led, in part, to the formation of the National 
Association of Base Ball Players (NABBP) in 1858. The association drafted a constitution and 
began to codify rules.  
The NABBP played a crucial role in baseball's transformation. In addition to dictating the 
rules which would govern the newly official version of the sport, the NABBP strove to move 
past the image of baseball as a club sport played by middle-to upper-class men for purposes of 
fraternization, community, and networking. For example, the convention "unanimously 
recommended" ending the tradition of "furnishing refreshments on the occasion of matches."32 
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Chadwick's stated reason was that the custom had spiraled out of control, causing baseball clubs 
to attempt and outdo one another in decadence, detracting from their manliness through a lack of 
professionalism. This emphasis on manliness was a large part of baseball's transition from play 
to work. Chadwick remarks that "This invigorating exercise and manly pastime may now be 
justly termed the American Game of Ball."33  In his following summary of baseball history, he 
reinforces his belief that to succeed as a ballplayer, a man "must possess the characteristics of 
true manhood to a considerable degree."34 In his now-classic book on baseball's early days 
entitled Playing for Keeps, Warren Goldstein details how  
The baseball fraternity's concern for self-control was linked to a notion of manliness—of 
"manly" behavior on and off the ballfield. If there was a sphere from which baseball 
players, club members, and promoters tried to insulate their game, it was that of 'boys' 
play,' a category sometimes opposed to 'men's sport.' One way of distinguishing baseball 
as a legitimate and serious activity for grown workingmen was to insist on its manliness 
and to bar 'boyish' conduct from the game.35  
 
At stake in these discussions of manliness is an investment in white, middle-class 
manhood. This, in some ways, predicts the later preoccupation associated with the turn of the 
twentieth century and the U.S.’s push for an overseas empire. One of the most prominent 
examples of this is Theodore Roosevelt and the First United States Volunteer Cavalry, 
nicknamed “the Rough Riders,” which fought in the Spanish-American War. In forming the 
regiment, Roosevelt enumerated the men he chose, focusing on volunteers who came out of Ivy 
League universities like Harvard, Yale, and Princeton, as well as “the cowboy, the hunter, and 
the mining prospector.”36 For him, these (white) men presented the pinnacle of manliness in their 
embrace of hard work and sense of adventure. More than this, though, they were able to be 
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trained. He writes that “the bulk of the men thoroughly understood that without discipline they 
would be merely a valueless mob” and readily submitted to regimentation.37 For Roosevelt, 
much of this can be traced back to the Ivy League soldiers who were athletes who played sports 
such as football, tennis, track and field, and polo at high levels. This willingness to be a part of a 
greater whole echoes Chadwick’s emphasis on the importance of organization. 
It is worth noting here that Roosevelt differentiates these white Rough Riders from the 
black troops he encountered fighting in Cuba. He maintains that “the colored troops […] are, of 
course, peculiarly dependent upon their white officers,”38 writing that “None of the white 
regulars or Rough Riders showed the slightest sign of weakening; but under the strain the 
colored infantrymen (who had none of their officers) began to get a little uneasy and to drift to 
the rear.”39 Roosevelt ascribes this failure, in large measure, to the absence of fit officers among 
the black troops. This lack of organizational capability then reflects the unfitness of these men 
for U.S. citizenship. I read Roosevelt as a kind of cultural descendant of Chadwick. 
In this connection, we see the legacy of linking professional white manhood to U.S. 
identity. Chadwick, the NABBP, and baseball’s push towards professionalism in the 1850s and 
1860s. Here, we see in action Gail Bederman’s contention that  
The growth of consumer culture encouraged many middle-class men, faced with lowered 
career expectations, to find identity in leisure instead of work. Yet codes of manliness 
dictated they must work hard to become economically independent. The consumer 
culture’s ethos of pleasure and frivolity clashed with ideals of manly self-restraint, further 
undermining the potency of middle-class manliness.40  
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The NABBP sought to combat a mindset that viewed baseball as leisure, even before the Civil 
War. This insistence on baseball as labor was also joined to emphasizing baseball’s U.S. origins. 
The organization’s stated aims were "to improve, foster, and perpetuate the American game of 
Base Ball, and the cultivation of kindly feelings among the different members of Base Ball 
clubs."41 For Chadwick, the fact that baseball is "the American game" is of utmost importance. 
Editions of the Dime Baseball Player list team names and where they are based; increasingly this 
speaks to the game’s growing geographical reach. Like dime novels from the same era, the Dime 
Base Ball Player implicitly participates in the nation-building—and by extension, the empire-
building—project. This is then joined to mass culture, linking mass recreation and spectatorship 
to continental supremacy. In the words of Bill Brown, “Dime novels were not simply popular; 
they were written and marketed specifically for a mass audience and thus help us see the 
configurations of an emerging mass culture in America.”42 It is essential to Chadwick to 
emphasize that the sport—despite its beginnings in England—is a fully American game. 
According to Chadwick, American citizens were able to mold the sport in their own image.  
Along with Chadwick’s Beadle’s Dime Base Ball Player, another popular set of guides 
was published by Albert Goodwill Spalding. Born in 1850, Spalding began playing baseball at a 
young age. He was a star pitcher for the Forest City Club of Rockford, Illinois in the 1860s, and 
went on to play for the Boston and Chicago teams of the National Association of Professional 
Base Ball Players (baseball’s first professional organization), and he also served as manager for 
Chicago. During his playing days, Spalding also started a sporting goods business which would 
go on to be very successful and arguably become what he is most remembered for. In addition to 
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these activities, Spalding became a major promotor of baseball, even organizing an around-the-
world tour taking place in 1888-89, which sought, in part, to spread U.S. influence abroad. As 
one baseball historian puts it, “no one exceeded the bravado, energy or imagination of Spalding” 
when it came to encouraging baseball’s popularity and growth. He “was to baseball what Phineas 
T. Barnum was to the circus.”43  
In his annual baseball guide, which began in 1877, Spalding included, among other 
things, the rules of the game, statistics from past seasons, and overviews of several baseball 
leagues (as well as numerous advertisements for Spalding’s sporting goods). The 1908 edition of 
Spalding’s Official Base Ball Guide included a section entitled “The Origin of Base Ball,” 
which, in part, claimed to offer definitive proof that baseball was a uniquely American sport, not 
derived from any other bat-and-ball games. The two main adversaries in this debate were Henry 
Chadwick, the guide’s editor (sometimes called “the Father of Base Ball”) and Spalding himself. 
Chadwick, who was born in England and moved to the U.S. in 1837, maintained that baseball 
descended from the English game of rounders while Spalding wanted to prove that “Base Ball is 
distinctively American, in origin as well as development, and has no connection whatever with 
‘Rounders’ or any other foreign game.”44  While Chadwick traced baseball’s roots back to 
England, he was a main proponent of the game. A brief portrait of Chadwick in the Chicago’s 
Daily Inter Ocean in 1886 refers to him as the “Founder of the Popularity of Base Ball, and the 
‘Authority’ in the Game.”45 The article goes on to quote Chadwick, remembering his first contact 
with baseball: 
I chanced to go through the Elysian Fields during the progress of a base ball match 
between the then noted Eagle and Gotham clubs [….] It was not long before I was struck 
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with the idea that base ball was just the game for a national sport for Americans, and, 
reflecting on the subject on my return home, I came to the conclusion that from this game 
of ball a powerful lever might be made by means of which our people could be lifted into 
a position of more devotion to physical exercise and healthful out-door [sic] recreation 
than they had hitherto been noted for.46 
 
He goes on to state that his ultimate goal “was to build up a National field game for Americans 
such as cricket was for England.”47 In baseball, Chadwick saw a game that could capture the 
U.S.’s rugged spirit while also building up the strength of the nation’s population. Chadwick, as 
previously noted, is not baseball’s only founding father. Next, I turn to another father that has 
more recently come to the fore: Alexander Cartwright.  
Baseball’s Father, Baseball’s Young American 
Along with the likes of Spalding and Chadwick, several other have been referred to as 
“the father of baseball.” John Thorn lists his candidates as “[Alexander] Cartwright, [Daniel 
Lucius (Doc)] Adams, [Henry] Chadwick, Harry Wright, [William] Hulbert, and [Albert] 
Spalding, with a nod to [James] Creighton (that’s what I thought in 2004; today I would add 
William R. Wheaton).”48 Cartwright has, in some ways, become baseball’s new “father”—or 
something like it. His plaque in the Baseball Hall of Fame reads: “Father of Modern Base Ball. 
Set bases 90 feet apart. Established 9 innings as game and 9 players as team. Organized the 
Knickerbocker Baseball Club of N.Y. in 1845. Carried baseball to Pacific coast and Hawaii in 
pioneer days.”49 As this plaque illustrates, Cartwright seemed to be the embodiment of baseball’s 
Manifest Destiny, participating in the westward impulse of the time. Born in 1820 in New York 
City, Cartwright would come to embody American ingenuity and progress. His life and 
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movements fit perfectly with the expansive spirit of the times. He left New York in 1849, bound 
for California and the promise of gold. He has been referred to as “baseball’s Johnny Appleseed” 
for his supposed spreading of the game across the continent. In the article that gave him this 
nickname, the author refers to Cartwright as a “genius” who “invented baseball—in the same 
sense that the Wright brothers (and not Leonardo da Vinci) had invented the airplane, and 
Thomas A. Edison (and not Benjamin Franklin) had invented the electric light.”50 In such a 
characterization of Cartwright, we see a symbol of American ingenuity and progress. For 
example, Cartwright biographer Jay Martin writes that Cartwright invented baseball in 1845, 
which  
was an age of invention, and Cartwright became one of its great inventors. Base-ball, 
rounders, and town-ball retreated into the past. A new, distinctively American game was 
assembled. It did not derive from the traditions of Europe but rather was invented through 
the practical, enlightened thinking that had created the union of the United States, 
whereby uniform national laws became standard everywhere and at every time. The quest 
in America for a national identity had extended from its roots in revolutionary politics 
and social egalitarianism to a national capitol and a national flag and a national bird and 
national arts. Now it went all the way to baseball as the national game.51 
 
Martin celebrates Cartwright and his embodiment of the zeitgeist—an expansion of empire 
further west. Cartwright reportedly kept a journal on his trek west, placing him in a long tradition 
of travel narratives. His writings supposedly confirm that, as he traveled across the continent 
with the Newark Overland Company, he shared baseball with “enthusiastic saloonkeepers and 
miners, to Indians and white settlers along the way and at nearly every frontier town and Army 
post where his wagon train visited.”52  
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Unfortunately, even though Cartwright’s son Bruce pushed to have him recognized as the 
true “Father of Organized Base Ball,” he “burned [his father’s] diary because it contained 
information ‘potentially damaging to prominent people in California and Hawaii.’”53 The 
portions of the diary that were saved by another Cartwright son, Alexander III, barely mention 
baseball. Despite this, Cartwright continues to be celebrated as a singular figure who helped 
spread both American empire and baseball, yet much of the baseball lore cannot be verified. The 
push to elevate Cartwright as the father of baseball speaks to a desire to narrate a particularly 
expansionist American past. Like missionaries, Cartwright’s economic exploits illustrated a faith 
in what Amy Greenberg has called “restrained expansionist vision” of the U.S.’s involvement in 
the Pacific, in that he “believed that America’s Manifest Destiny was yet to me fulfilled,” but he 
“envisioned it unfolding not by force of arms but through trade and the spread of American 
social and religious institutions.”54 In Cartwright, baseball gets a father who spanned the 
continent, steadily marching towards the frontier and the new. Even though this purports to be an 
actual history, it has more in common with Play for a Kingdom in that it more closely resembles 
myth. With the destruction of his personal documents, it is impossible to know how much 
Cartwright actually did to spread baseball. His elevation to the father of baseball, instead of 
being drawn from a solid past instead illustrates the desire to prove—despite lack of evidence—
that baseball’s lineage can be traced to a distinctly American origin, and a large part of this 
origin is the celebration of U.S. empire through settler colonialism. To more fully understand 
these investment, I next return to Spalding, who, I argue, did the most to spread baseball’s 
official narrative.  
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America’s (Inter)National Game    
Spalding both inherited and propagated the mythologies I have discussed. One channel 
this took was his guide. He also published a sprawling work on baseball titled America's 
National Game in 1911. The book consolidates prevailing beliefs about baseball, such as 
presenting the game as a great equalizer, a sport that exemplifies the nation’s promise of fair 
play. Part of Spalding's beliefs in baseball's exceptionalism lay in what he considered to be the 
sport's uniquely American origins. He takes care to explain this early a sport that perfectly 
embodies American personality and values. Spalding proclaims: “The genius of our institutions 
is democratic: Base Ball is a democratic game.”55 Like Chadwick, Spalding also emphasizes 
baseball's manliness. More than Chadwick, however, Spalding spends much of his text 
reiterating baseball's roots in the U.S. He writes that the sport is "distinctively American" and 
bears characteristics that describe American citizens: 
I claim that Base Ball owes its prestige as our National Game to the fact that as no other 
form of sport it is the exponent of American Courage, Confidence, Combativeness; 
American Dash, Discipline, Determination; American Energy, Eagerness, Enthusiasm; 
American Pluck, Persistency, Performance; American Spirit, Sagacity, Success; 
American Vim, Vigor, Virility. Base Ball is the American Game par excellence, because 
its playing demands Brain and Brawn, And American manhood supplies these ingredients 
in quantity sufficient to spread over the entire continent. (4-5)  
 
The litany of attributes Spalding ascribes to American citizens—American men—make 
the U.S. fit for taking over the American continent. He lauds the game for its ability to turn any 
“foreigner” into an American—as long as they are European, as he discusses “American batsmen 
of Scandinavian, Irish, French or German antecedents” (10). Furthermore, Spalding asserts, “in 
one other particular Base Ball has won its right to be denominated the American National Game. 
Ever since its establishment in the hearts of the people as the foremost of field sports, Base Ball 
                                                 






has ‘followed the flag’” (14). This brings to mind the work of journalist and Civil War 
correspondent Charles Carleton Coffin who published Following the Flag: From August 1861 to 
November 1862, with the Army of the Potomac in 1865. In this volume, he declares that “For 
more than three years I have followed the flag of our country in the East and in the West and in 
the South,—on the ocean, on the land, and on the great rivers.”56 He then goes on to offer a 
history of the Army of the Potomac, and celebrates the righteousness of the Union cause. He 
proclaims that Union soldiers  
were moving, not by the force of men’s wills, not by opinions or acts of men in positions 
of honor and power, but by the resistless propulsion of God’s immutable, changeless, 
eternal laws, which wither, blast, and destroy, when resisted, but which are as the dews of 
the morning, like sweet summer showers, vivifying, strengthening and sustaining, when 
accepted and obeyed.57 
 
In invoking Coffin, Spalding echoes these sentiments. Like the Union’s inevitable, God-ordained 
triumph, baseball’s place as the national pastime is inescapable. And like Coffin following the 
flag, baseball, in Spalding’s estimation, will spread in every direction. The U.S. has been able 
and will continue to spread baseball wherever its citizens have traveled. This reference to Coffin 
also aids Spalding in linking baseball’s spread to the Civil War. He locates the beginnings of the 
sport’s growth in the war, writing that baseball “followed the flag to the front in the sixties and 
received then an impetus which has carried it to half a century of wondrous growth and 
prosperity.”58 For Spalding, baseball’s prosperity—and that of the nation—was firmly rooted in 
the Civil War.  
He concedes that bat and ball games have been played around the world for thousands of 
years, but maintains that American baseball is different: “[W]hile it is true that ball playing in 
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many forms has been engaged in by most nations from time immemorial, it is a proven fact that 
the game now designated 'Base Ball,' is of modern and purely American origin” (18-19). He 
summarizes the 1907 Mills Commission, which formed at Spalding's urging. The commission 
came away with two principal findings: “First—That Base Ball had its origin in the United 
States; Second—That the scheme for playing it, according to the best evidence obtainable to 
date, was devised by Abner Doubleday, at Cooperstown, New York, in 1839” (19). The men 
who made up this commission were not only baseball men, but also political figures, lending an 
air of civic importance to the proceedings. Spalding lists these men and their positions (both 
current and previous) to illustrate the commission's credibility. A.G. Mills, president of the 
National League, penned the commission's report. Other members included Arthur Gorman, a 
former senator from Maryland; Morgan Bulkeley, former governor and senator from Connecticut 
as well as the first president of the National League; N.E. Young, the first secretary and fourth 
president of the National League; Alfred Reach, who played baseball professionally in the 1860s 
and 1870s before starting a sporting goods company (which he later sold to Spalding) and 
publishing his own series of baseball guides; George Wright, shortstop for the Cincinnati Red 
Stockings, the first professional baseball team; and James Sullivan, president of the Amateur 
Athletic Union. For Spalding, it is important to note that these men are both statesmen and 
ballplayers, making them true Americans in that they build up the nation through both political 
work and recreation. This puts work and play on almost equal footing and implicates the game in 
U.S. nation-building.   
The commission's findings set forth two main myths about baseball's origins. The sport's 
creation in Cooperstown was one. Like John Thorn's musings on James Fenimore Cooper, 





'American Dream,' the idea of a national pastime conjures up inchoate yet idealized visions—
equal parts myth and pastoral fantasy. These visions always inform, and frequently distort, views 
of past and present together."59 The second myth that centers around Doubleday gives baseball a 
heroic father, one who would later find glory on the battlefield. Doubleday would have been 
twenty years old when he invented baseball, before going on to an illustrious military career. 
Spalding includes a short biography of Doubleday from Appleton's Cyclopedia of American 
Biography, which provides a summary of his military service: after graduation from the U.S. 
Military Academy, Doubleday served during the Mexican War, and fought against the Seminoles 
in the 1850s. The entry then tells us that he "was in Fort Moultrie from 1860 till the garrison 
withdrew to Fort Sumter on December 26th of that year, and aimed the first gun fired in defence 
[sic] of the latter fort on April 12th, 1861."60 Doubleday's conspicuous participation at the war's 
beginning places him at the conflict's forefront and ties him to the nation’s history. He served for 
the duration of the war, "fought gallantly" and ended his career as a Major-General. His entire 
military career places him on the front lines of territorial expansion, which makes him an ideal 
candidate to be baseball's father, as he dedicated his life to serving and strengthening the country 
and its boundaries. 
This contention closely links baseball to the war; sport historian George Kirsch has 
written of “tales of soldiers playing ball in army camps as they awaited deadly encounters with 
the enemy, or in prison camps as they awaited release. Several sport historians have stressed the 
importance of those soldiers’ matches for the instruction of novices and the promotion of the 
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new sport in all regions after 1865.”61 Today, this is referred to as the “Doubleday myth,” as it 
has been debunked—there has been a wealth of scholarship on how baseball evolved from a 
number of games, although there still is a lack of consensus regarding exactly how it evolved.62 
Despite the fact that the Mills Commission’s findings have been discredited, the Doubleday myth 
still has a powerful grip on baseball lore. Doubleday might not have created baseball, but he 
could have been the perfect father.     
This myth is, in some ways, the perfect origin for a purely American sport. Because it 
was putatively invented by a Civil War general, it evokes the righteousness of the Union cause, 
hinting at the promise of American equality made true through emancipation. The war 
consolidated “baseball’s long association with American nationalism” which was illustrated in 
team names of the 1850s, “such as Young America, Eagle, Empire, National, or Continental.”63 
It also hearkens back to a time before industrialization, when most of the nation was still rural 
and composed of small towns in which everyone knew each other—the proverbial “good old 
days.”  Basically, baseball reminds us of the nation’s pastoral roots and its supposed equality, as 
it is often portrayed—in literature, film, and other popular culture—and thought of as “a real-life 
demonstration of opportunity, often associated with the section of the Declaration of 
Independence [sic] which states ‘all men are created equal.’”64 For Spalding, baseball is the 
perfect mix of work and play, a cornerstone of American identity.  
 In the first six chapters of America’s National Game, Spalding details baseball’s 
evolution and growth in the northeast. In the seventh chapter, however, his tone shifts. Up until 
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this point, Spalding’s narrative has been one of almost uninhibited progress for baseball. He 
relates the game’s “crude beginnings,” but credits its “easily discernable possibilities” for its 
rapid growth (91). Spalding’s words are fitting, as they echo his belief in the promise of the U.S.: 
the ability to start from humble roots and take advantage of seemingly limitless opportunities. He 
tells of a few minor bumps along the way, but nothing that could seriously derail progress—for 
either the nation or the game.  
 Chapter seven’s title includes a telling mix of both regression and progress: “THE FIRST 
SERIOUS BACKSET TO THE GAME—WIDESPREAD DEMORALIZATION FOLLOWING 
THE OUTBREAK OF THE CIVIL WAR—BASE BALL PLAYED IN CAMPS OF BOTH 
CONTENDING ARMIES” (ibid.). While Spalding refers to the war as a “backset to the game,” 
the majority of the chapter describes the conflict as a positive influence on baseball’s growth; he 
goes so far as to discuss “the blessing conferred by the game of Base Ball on the soldiers of our 
Civil War” (92).  While the Civil War was a tragedy, to Spalding, it was also the catalyst needed 
to spread the game. Similar to the way he deals with other problems baseball has encountered on 
its way to becoming the national pastime, Spalding treats the Civil War as a hurdle that needed to 
be cleared on the way to winning a race. Triumphs and setbacks get folded together to form a 
narrative of progress; everything works together towards the perfection of both baseball and the 
United States. 
 Far from being an event to be mourned as a blemish on the nation, Spalding writes of the 
Civil War as the event that catapulted baseball to the rank of “America’s national game.” For, as 
the nation was involved in “the game of war,” as he calls it, both Union and Confederate soldiers 
“were playing ball and laying the foundation for a game which, when war’s alarms would cease, 





unceasing belief in progress through his optimism. The war allows for the growth of baseball, 
which, for Spalding, equals the growth of American ideals. Playing baseball prepares American 
men for all walks of life, as “men of eminence in all professions and in every avenue of 
commercial and industrial activity […] have graduated from the ball field to enter upon 
honorable careers as American citizens of the highest type, each with a sane mind in a sound 
body” (ibid.). Baseball is crucial for the strength of the U.S. because it has given all American 
men a strong foundation. Most of this, for Spalding, can be traced back to the Civil War, 
illustrating one of baseball’s most enduring historical myths. 
 Spalding writes that baseball “healed the wounds of war” (93) positing ball-playing 
during and immediately after the war as an activity that unified all (white) American men, 
whether they fought for the Confederacy or the Union. He goes through great pains to explain 
just how “American” baseball is: 
Base Ball had been born in the brain of an American soldier. It received its baptism in 
bloody days of our Nation’s direst danger. It had its early evolution when soldiers, North 
and South, were striving to forget their foes by cultivating, through this grand game, 
fraternal friendships with comrades in arms. It had its best development at the time when 
Southern soldiers, disheartened by distressing defeat, were seeking the solace of 
something safe and sane; at a time when Northern soldiers, flushed with victory, were yet 
willing to turn from fighting with bombs and bullets to playing with bat and ball. It was a 
panacea for the pangs of humiliation to the vanquished on the one side, and a sedative 
against the natural exuberance of victors on the other. (92-3) 
 
Here, Spalding explains how he believes that baseball can indeed be all things to all people. Not 
only did it provide a wholesome leisure activity during soldiers’ idle hours, but it made 
Northerners gracious victors and aided Southerners in accepting their defeat. Baseball “helped all 
of us to ‘know no North, no South,’ only remembering a reunited Nation, whose game it was 
henceforth to be forever” (93). In Spalding’s estimation, the Civil War brought men from all 





baseball as something almost eternal—a node that continually connects past and present. The 
nation’s present and future is dictated by what has already happened; built on a strong foundation 
of baseball playing, Spalding sees nothing but a unified nation.  
 Spalding then acknowledges how baseball facilitates overseas expansion. He writes that 
the game “has been played by our soldiers and sailors wherever they have carried the stars and 
stripes” (371). Here, he transitions from territorial expansion to global ambitions, citing articles 
that tell of how baseball “had made its way to our colonies, only a few years after the 
insurrection in Hawaii and the Spanish War had given us our island possessions,” (374) and 
claiming that “in all the colonies acquired in recent years Base Ball teams are rapidly multiplying 
in numbers, the players everywhere are swiftly gaining proficiency, while the game itself is 
advancing with giant strides in public favor” (377). While he is explicitly invested in overseas 
empire, his discussion of the subject only takes up a small portion of America’s National Game. 
He folds this into baseball’s and the U.S.’s histories, continuing to present the triumph of both as 
a natural and inevitable process.  
Here, Spalding again participates in a long history of presenting baseball as a crucial cog 
in the process of the creation of empire, in conjunction with war. This can be illustrated through 
an article soon after the war’s end, entitled “The Age of Baseball,” which grappled with 
baseball’s increased popularity in the wake of the Civil War. It begins by posing a question, 
“Why have we gone so from our war into play?”65 What follows is a meditation on the nation’s 
transition from an agriculturally-based economy to one focused on business. Interestingly, it 
contends that a main foundation for this move is the new emphasis on play:  
We used to be satisfied with our agricultural fairs, where the sights of great pumpkins and 
wonderful reapers refreshed our spirits after a year of work [….] But now this great 
nation, in the greatest intensity of its business activity as well as of its political 
                                                 





earnestness, is breaking down in downright play. Men leave their business and go 
hundreds of miles, and spend day after day in playing ball. What does it mean?66  
 
The author’s puzzlement gives a sense of disapproval at first. However, this soon gives way to a 
celebration of American ingenuity and resilience, “the super-abounding vitality and elasticity of 
the nation, which the crisis has called as we say, into play.” During the course of the war, the 
U.S. has changed so that “We are no longer a nation at work, its great powers steadily moving by 
an outward compulsion, but a nation at play, driving business as we drive a ball, for the luxury of 
the activity, and because life must have vent.” An inward turn following the war has 
foregrounded play as the engine of progress. Play finds its mirror in business, as one is necessary 
for the other. The article champions “pure play” as an “activity which finds its reward in itself, or 
at least only in simple victory, without the wages or the spoils.” Immersing oneself in sport—
specifically baseball—functions as a replacement (but also a kind of repetition) for both work 
and war, without monetary recompense or fear of violence. The war has offered a new start, 
making the nation “young again,” and for it to succeed, “it must have play without taint of work. 
Play is the simple sign of exuberant life [….] By this sign we know a nation full of undeveloped 
greatness. So it always was.” The author offers proof of the enduring power of sport by 
enumerating the glories of the ancient empires of Persia, Greece and Rome. For Greece, 
“Olympia, and not Termopylæ, [sic] was the heart of Greece, and in the fullness of its throbbing 
the national life was safe and victorious.”  
 After these musings on how physical activity has made these world powers strong, the 
author returns to discussing the U.S. and what it needs to continue to thrive. His rhetoric reads 
like a forerunner to Theodore Roosevelt’s “strenuous life” and the emphasis on manliness that 
found renewed energy at the turn of the twentieth century. Roosevelt preached “not the doctrine 






of ignoble ease, but the doctrine of the strenuous life, the life of toil and effort, of labor and 
strife”67 and proclaimed that “a healthy state can exist only when the men and women who make 
it up lead clean, vigorous, healthy lives.”68 In his estimation, it is only struggle and hard work 
that creates freedom for leisure. In turn, this leisure must also contribute to strengthening the 
U.S. In a similar vein, the article’s author writes, 
And at last we, who had been driven, by the very intensity of an American nature, into a 
habit of life which knew no employment but work, and no reward but money, have been 
made to feel that there are objects greater than money or than life itself. We have been 
made to do heroic deeds, and now we are turning—only naturally—to the free and manly 
sports of heroes.69  
 
Cultural texts like this article, as well as Dyja’s Play for a Kingdom and Spalding’s America’s 
National Game, as well as dime baseball guides and accounts of the life of Alexander 
Cartwright, form an official narrative that puts white men at the center and champion the U.S.’s 
status as a colonial nation—both domestically and globally. Embedded in this narrative, 
however, are other possibilities which offer alternatives to the U.S.’s oppressive legacies. In the 
following chapters, I explore these alternative narratives, beginning with the place of black 
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CHAPTER 2: NOT JUST JACKIE: 
NARRATIVES OF BREAKING THE COLOR LINE 
Every April 15, on the anniversary of Jackie Robinson’s first game with the Brooklyn 
Dodgers, Major League Baseball (MLB) celebrates Jackie Robinson Day during which “all big 
league players and uniformed personnel [are] asked to wear the late Hall of Famer's famous No. 
42.”70 This act of remembrance began in 2004, and highlights the importance MLB places on 
integration. Each year, it prompts meditations on the progress both baseball and the US have 
made towards racial equality. When Robinson broke MLB’s color line, the hope was that 
through accepting “him as a black baseball player, America could envision itself as moving 
toward a racially inclusive democracy—a black and white America—even if the rest of baseball 
and most other institutions remained segregated—a black or white America.”71 The yearly 
celebration of Robinson is held up, in part, as a fulfillment of this hope.  
MLB’s Jackie Robinson Day webpage highlights celebrations around the league, 
emphasizing Robinson’s far-reaching impact by featuring stories of his influence on both 
ballplayers and civilians of all ethnicities.72 The webpage also links to the Jackie Robinson 
Foundation’s website, which includes information about the Jackie Robinson Museum, set to 
open in 2019.  The museum will “commemorate the life and legacy of a true American hero 
through an exploration of his commitment to service and to the achievement of ‘first class 
citizenship’ for all Americans.”73 It describes itself as a place that pays tribute to “Robinson’s 
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pioneering legacy and role as a catalyst for the Civil Rights Movement […and] a venue for 
vibrant dialogue on critical social issues.”74 Taken together, these websites and the real-world 
happenings to which they refer portray Robinson as the ideal athlete and American. Robinson is 
the role model for future black baseball players—indeed for all black athletes—and the model 
American through his practice of good citizenship. In his embodiment and championing of these 
values, Robinson is a triumphant figure, a stand-in for all black Americans who demonstrates the 
power of one individual to transform society, due to his character.  
The fanfare of Jackie Robinson Day and other official ways in which MLB honors him—
such as the National Hall of Fame and Museum—provide the foundation for the continuous 
creation (and recreation) of the myth of Jackie Robinson. By using the term "myth" in reference 
to Robinson’s integration of MLB, I join with Doug Battema who, on the occasion of the 50th 
anniversary of Robinson’s entering MLB, declared that “Robinson thus may be understood as the 
central focus of a myth we circulate among ourselves—myths implying not false stories or 
untrue statements, but myths in the sense that anthropologists and folklorists traditionally define 
them.”75 As a foundational narrative of baseball (and American) history, the myth of Robinson 
portrays baseball as the quintessential expression of American ideals. While earlier iterations of 
baseball’s myth focus mostly on white men, the introduction of Robinson enlarged its circle. As 
baseball historian John B. Holway noted in 1985, the previous myth was created and perpetuated 
by “white newspapers and white historians, the only view available to several generations of 
white fans and readers.”76 Even as the Hall of Fame grew to include black players following 
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Robinson, Holway asserted, “Cooperstown [the location of the Hall of Fame] is a white man’s 
memory bank. It enshrines the memories and myths shared by white men.”77 Based in reality, but 
partially a fantasy of how things were, this myth has added Jackie Robinson to its pantheon—and 
by extension, all black baseball players. As Holway notes (quoting Napoleon): “What is history, 
but a myth agreed upon?” The agreed-upon myth of Robinson and baseball has created a new, 
more equal history.  
Central to baseball’s myth, Robinson’s breaking of baseball’s color line in 1947 places 
the sport at the vanguard of American society. The U.S. military would be desegregated the 
following year. Brown v. Board of Education, which reversed the “separate but equal” decision 
of Plessy v. Ferguson, would not happen until 1954, and the Civil Rights Act would wait until 
1964. Usually cleansed of its messy details, Robinson’s story symbolizes the triumph of 
American meritocracy and a foreshadowing of the racial equality to come. This remembrance of 
Robinson had and continues to construct “a national narrative, an official story”78 that cements 
the history of baseball for black Americans, as well as white.  A mixture of reality and myth, 
Robinson’s story has come to signify the end of racism in baseball, the sport’s actual attainment 
of its claim to be the U.S.’s national game. As Jules Tygiel, who wrote the definitive history of 
Robinson’s entry into the major leagues, has said, “Baseball was one of the first institutions in 
modern society to accept blacks on a relatively equal basis. The ‘noble experiment’ thus reflects 
more than a saga of sport. It offers an opportunity to analyze the integration process in American 
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life.”79 This depiction of baseball as a model institution continues, even though Tygiel 
acknowledges “the halting and incomplete nature of baseball’s achievement.”80  
Added to this elevation of baseball as the ideal American institution is the elevation of 
Robinson. Upon his entry to the major leagues, the media—namely newspapers, both the white 
and black press—remarked that he was “different.” Tygiel notes that Robinson  
was college-educated, unusual for a baseball player of that era and had played with white 
teammates in the past. Destined for the spotlight of publicity, Robinson was articulate, 
intelligent, and witty. He had served as an officer during the war, which made his claim 
to equality on the baseball diamond all the more persuasive. And as his actions in the 
military had proven, he had the courage and convictions necessary for the undertaking. 
Robinson’s temperament remained the sole question mark.81  
 
The reasons Brooklyn Dodgers’ general manager Branch Rickey chose Robinson make him not 
only an ideal ballplayer but also an ideal black American who proved his worthiness to be a 
citizen through his accomplishments and character. Robinson is presented as an exceptional man 
playing an exceptional sport in an exceptional nation.  
The combination of baseball’s presentation as a forward-thinking institution and 
Robinson as the perfect black man to integrate the sport creates a celebratory narrative which in 
turn shapes history. As Toni Morrison points out, an “official story” such as this one “obliterates 
any narrative that is counter to it.”82 In this instance, baseball’s official story obscures other 
black baseball players who toiled in relative obscurity while also concealing historical facts 
about Robinson, effacing the complexities of his character in a bid to construct a triumphant 
narrative. This narrative is linear and progressive; it presents the history of blacks in baseball as 
one of steady improvement. It tells a rigid before and after story in which blacks were once 
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excluded from equal participation in baseball and American citizenship (before), but now stand 
on a level playing field with white Americans (after).  
In this chapter, I trace how this narrative—the official history of baseball’s integration—
has been constructed and I highlight narratives that run counter to this history. I begin with a 
discussion of black baseball before Robinson by focusing on the first black man to play in the 
major leagues, Moses Fleetwood Walker. I then move on to an exploration of how Robinson has 
been portrayed in popular culture as the ideal agent of integration through film—The Jackie 
Robinson Story (1950) and 42 (2013)—and (auto)biographies and memoirs. Finally, I move on 
to Peter Schilling, Jr.’s 2008 novel The End of Baseball and its presentation of an alternative to 
the Robinson story and the official history it represents. As a work of fiction, The End of 
Baseball exposes baseball’s official history as a myth, a carefully constructed narrative meant to 
elicit feelings of awe and triumph. This novel imagines what would have happened had 
baseball’s history unfolded in a different way. Baseball is still integrated at an early date (in 
reality in 1947, in the novel, in 1944), but by an entire team, not just one black player. As a work 
of historical fantasy, the novel acts as what Dana Luciano calls the counter-monument: “Instead 
of orienting the viewer to an already-agreed upon understanding of the past and its significance, 
the counter-monument disorients its audience, disallowing the self-consolidating security of 
standing outside a completed history tidily packaged for mass consumption and emphasizing the 
observer’s implication in an historical narrative that remains unresolved.”83 Baseball’s official 
ways of remembering—such as the Hall of Fame and ceremonies it holds during the season—
form that “agreed upon understanding of the past.” What happens when we undo that 
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understanding and construct another in its place? This alternative history runs counter to MLB’s 
triumphant narrative of integration.  
The Black (American) Ballplayer  
To understand the ways in which the official narrative operates, it is first important to 
explore, in part, how black baseball operated before Jackie Robinson broke the color line. At this 
point, the Negro Leagues have been fairly well-documented. 84 As historian of black baseball 
Jerry Malloy points out, the publication of Robert W. Peterson’s Only the Ball Was White (1970) 
ushered in a new era of interest in black baseball. This interest has led to “the rediscovery of an 
entire universe of black baseball, filled with more roles for African Americans than exist in 
baseball even today.” Along with the players, “the world of black baseball also included African 
American managers, umpires, and sportswriters; African American executives, owners, and 
commissioners—and African American fans.”85 These new revelations prompted the National 
Baseball Hall of Fame to convene a Negro Leagues Committee for the first time in 1971 in order 
to elect outstanding black baseball players who had been excluded from the Hall since its 
founding in 1936. At the same time, the Society for American Baseball Research (SABR) 
formed its own Negro Leagues Committee “in an effort to research and preserve the history of 
blacks in baseball before the re-integration of the game, and to support efforts to give them 
recognition.”86 The articulation of this mission tellingly uses the phrase “re-integration,” 
pointing to the various starts and stops integrated baseball has made since the game’s inception. I 
will return to this later in the chapter; suffice it to say that the tale of baseball’s integration was 
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not as neat and linear as the official history would make it seem. Rather, it went through various 
stages, integrating and dis-integrating unevenly in different places and at different times.  
Together with these scholarly publications and research, there have been other efforts to 
memorialize and pay homage to black players before integration. In the early 1990s, the Negro 
Leagues Baseball Museum (NLBM) formed in Kansas City, MO. The museum’s website 
features a brief history of black baseball:  
African-Americans [sic] began to play baseball in the late 1800s on military teams, 
college teams, and company teams. They eventually found their way to professional 
teams with white players. Moses Fleetwood Walker and Bud Fowler were among the first 
to participate. However, racism and “Jim Crow” laws would force them from these teams 
by 1900. Thus, black players formed their own units, “barnstorming” around the country 
to play anyone who would challenge them. In 1920, an organized league structure was 
formed under the guidance of Andrew “Rube” Foster—a former player, manager, and 
owner for the Chicago American Giants. In a meeting held at the Paseo YMCA in Kansas 
City, Mo., Foster and a few other Midwestern team owners joined to form the Negro 
National League. Soon, rival leagues formed in Eastern and Southern states, bringing the 
thrills and innovative play of black baseball to major urban centers and rural country 
sides in the U.S., Canada, and Latin America. The Leagues maintained a high level of 
professional skill and became centerpieces for economic development in many black 
communities. In 1945, Major Leagues Baseball’s Brooklyn Dodgers recruited Jackie 
Robinson from the Kansas City Monarchs. Robinson now becomes the first African-
American in the modern era to play on a Major League roster. While this historic event 
was a key moment in baseball and civil rights history, it prompted the decline of the 
Negro Leagues. The best black players were now recruited for the Major Leagues, and 
black fans followed. The last Negro Leagues teams folded in the early 1960s, but their 
legacy lives on through the surviving players and the Negro Leagues Baseball Museum.87 
 
I quote this bit of history at length because it offers a concise explanation of the trajectory of 
blacks in baseball. It makes plain the cycle of participation and exclusion for blacks in integrated 
baseball while also slightly sanitizing the mechanism by which segregation was achieved and 
maintained for about fifty years, only vaguely mentioning “racism and ‘Jim Crow’ laws.” Black 
and interracial games were often marred by both threats of and actual mob violence, which this 
text gestures towards. This history diverges from the official history in that it presents black 
                                                 





baseball in a more positive light. Here, the Negro Leagues are presented as major leagues in their 
own right; they had a kind of “golden age” with their “innovative play” and “high level of 
professional skill.” When Robinson broke the color line, it was not all progress; there was a 
sense of loss as black communities lost businesses and a style of game that was exclusively 
theirs. This abbreviated recitation of history invokes feelings of nostalgia and fond 
remembrance—segregated baseball was not the “dark ages,” but a time of independence and 
achievement.   
As mentioned before, the history on the NLBM’s website compresses a long period of 
time. It briefly discusses early integrated baseball, telling us about Moses Fleetwood Walker and 
Bud Fowler (who bears the distinction of being the first black professional baseball player on an 
integrated team, in 1878), but offers no substantial description of their experiences playing or 
how they were forced out of integrated teams. As discussed in the previous chapter, post-Civil 
War baseball “served as a barometer of the Reconstruction process”88 as white players and 
supporters of the game fought “to foster a ‘national game,’”89 amidst the advent of Jim Crow 
Many of these men, such as the so-called “father of baseball” Henry Chadwick, attempted to use 
baseball as a means of national reunion, which often meant meeting and playing Southerners on 
their own terms. This, Swanson maintains, led to the exclusions of blacks from what is generally 
termed organized baseball, even as many extolled the sport as the ultimate American game. 
Black players, however, were already pushed out of professional baseball, even before and 
during the Civil War. This became more entrenched in the postwar years as baseball spread 
further south and west. Baseball historian Rob Ruck writes that many Americans  
gushed about [baseball’s] progressive, democratizing effects. “I see great things in 
baseball,’ Walt Whitman wrote in 1889. “It’s our game—the American game.” Whitman 
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compared baseball to the U.S. Constitution, arguing that it was “just as important in the 
sum total of our historic life.” For Mark Twain, baseball was “the very symbol, the 
outward and visible expression of the drive and push and rush and struggle of the raging, 
tearing, booming nineteenth century.90 
 
On the other side of such raptures, black baseball players were being denied participation in “the 
American game”—at least against white men. As David W. Zang notes, “Whatever its later 
nostalgic appeal, professional baseball in the 1880s was bent on giving assistance to the 
increasingly popular sentiment among whites for a more formal divisions of the white and black 
populations into two social castes. This determination seemed misguided in light of the obvious 
contradiction that it created for national ideals like democracy.”91 While interracial baseball 
continued in some places, organized baseball gradually foreclosed on the possibility that black 
Americans would compete against whites on a level playing field. While Jim Crow laws 
cemented black Americans’ status as second class citizens, baseball followed suit, ensuring that 
black baseball “lagged behind” what was generally termed “organized” baseball. This view held 
(and in the minds of some, still continues to hold) that “the American and National leagues 
[which only allowed white players] were the ‘major’ leagues, [and] that all else was minor 
league, semi-pro, barnstorming clowns etc.”92  Full citizenship in baseball, as in the nation, as 
scholar Nicole A. Waligora-Davis puts it, can be thought of as “a mobile, perpetually deferred, 
and graduated category” for black Americans.93 The terms of inclusion continually shifted, 
granting black Americans versions of professionalism (in their own leagues), and integration 
often seemed like it would soon come to fruition. The Reconstruction and post-Reconstruction-
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era separation of black and white America presented a situation in which blacks were forced to 
wait for full participation and acceptance.  
King Solomon (Sol) White, known as the first black baseball historian,94 grapples with 
this exclusion and delay in his book History of Colored Baseball (1907). White, who played in 
black baseball before the formation of the Negro National League (NNL) in 1920, discusses the 
early days of black baseball. Even at this early date, he remarks, “In no other profession has the 
color line been drawn more rigidly than in base ball.”95 Even so, he clings to his belief in 
baseball, asserting that “it outclasses all other American games.” He urges black ballplayers to 
take the game seriously, “as honest effort [and] great ability will open an avenue in the near 
future wherein he may walk hand-in-hand with the opposite race in the greatest of all American 
games—base ball.” 96 While much of White’s book is spent lauding individual black ballplayers 
and the black game in general—“The majority of colored ball players are now carefully watching 
the scientific points of the game with a mind to perfect team work, base running, bunting, place 
hitting”97—there are mentions throughout of integration being the ultimate goal. He hopes “that 
some day the bar will drop and some good man will be chosen from out of the colored profession 
that will be a credit to all, and pave the way for others to follow.”98 Even as White champions the 
accomplishments of black baseball, he looks forward to full acceptance in baseball and American 
culture.  
Sentiments similar to White’s—pride in black Americans’ baseball ability while still 
waiting for and working towards integration—continued to be expressed by black baseball 
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players over time. For example, Jackie Robinson’s first biography, written by Carl T. Rowan and 
published in 1960, is titled Wait Till Next Year, while legendary Negro leaguer Buck O’Neil—
who became a quasi-official spokesman and oral historian for the Negro leagues—wrote a 
memoir that carries the title I Was Right on Time (1996). These works by black baseball players 
highlight the trope of the black ballplayer as being behind the times, as waiting. “Wait till next 
year” is a common refrain among fans of perennially underachieving teams; as the title of a black 
ballplayer’s biography, it takes on an added resonance. It acknowledges the history of black 
Americans waiting for equality (both in the nation and in baseball) while subtly undercutting it. 
As Robinson’s biography was published in 1960, readers know that there is no more waiting for 
black Americans—at least in terms of integrated baseball. The title of O’Neil’s memoir also 
denies the feeling of waiting or living at the wrong time, yet it clearly invokes the specter of 
both. Much like the history of black baseball on the NLBM’s website (an institution in which 
O’Neil was heavily involved before his death in 2006) O’Neil seeks to praise black baseball 
while suggesting that integration may not always be the ultimate goal. He contends “I didn’t 
come along too early—I was right on time,”99 intimating that he is satisfied with never playing 
integrated ball in MLB. In both of these cases, waiting and displacement are key factors. Even 
while celebrating the supposed attainment of equality, they cannot fully move past the ghost of 
untimeliness.  
While popular focus on African Americans and baseball tends to center Jackie 
Robinson’s entry into MLB in 1947, creating a clear before and after, the history is much longer 
and more varied than this would seem to suggest. The focus on Robinson obscures another, 
earlier, would-be black leader from baseball’s ranks, a man whose story highlights the 
                                                 





intersection of baseball, blackness, and American citizenship: Moses Fleetwood (Fleet) Walker. 
Contrary to popular belief, Walker was actually the first African American to play in the major 
leagues when he was the catcher for the Toledo Blue Stockings of the American Association in 
1884. This forgetting of Walker may be due, in part, to the fact that he played before the 
formation of the major leagues as we know them today: the National League (founded in 1876) 
and the American League (founded in 1901).   
Walker and his younger brother Weldy played during a time when professional baseball 
was in flux, during and directly following Reconstruction. This placed both brothers in a 
precarious situation. As a college-educated mulatto who grew up in the racially diverse town of 
Steubenville, OH, Fleet Walker felt at home playing baseball with white men. In the 1880s, 
baseball executives hardened the so-called “gentleman’s agreement” which barred owners from 
signing black players. This circumstance took its toll on both Walkers. White’s History of 
Colored Baseball relates a story about an independent league called the Tri-State League which 
enacted a rule banning black players in 1888. In response to this law, Weldy Walker penned a 
letter to its president. In part, this letter reads, “The law is a disgrace to the present age, and 
reflects very much upon the intelligence of your last meeting, and casts derision at the laws of 
Ohio—the voice of the people—that says all men are equal. I would suggest that your honorable 
body, in case that black law is not repealed, pass one making it criminal for a colored man or 
woman to be found in a ball ground.”100 In closing, he states that “There should be some broader 
cause—such as lack of ability, behavior and intelligence—for barring a player, rather than his 
color.” Both Walkers believed in the promise of baseball, the ability of the game to act as a 
conduit to acceptance as a true American. One must only show—through strong play and 
                                                 





honorable behavior on the field—that he is worthy. Both men, however, soon found that this was 
not the case.  
Consigned to interminable waiting for that acceptance, they chose migration. Now, they 
believed that equality lay beyond the boundaries of the U.S., and was to be achieved at a future 
date.  With this belief as their foundation, the Walker brothers sought to undertake an African 
emigration venture.101 1908 saw the publication of Fleet Walker’s pamphlet Our Home Colony. 
This text, written with his brother Weldy, describes the plight of black Americans as colonized 
subjects. It places them in a different temporal realm than white Americans, presenting them as 
lagging behind Anglo Saxon civilization. He divides the history of Africans in America into 
three periods: the dark period, the colonial period, and the destined period. Like the titles of 
Robinson’s and O’Neil’s books, this fragmentation of time betrays Walker’s feelings of waiting. 
According to him, black Americans have bided their time in the first two periods—enslavement 
(the dark period) and tenuous freedom after the Emancipation Proclamation (the colonial 
period)—and have no real means to achieve equality with white Americans. 
As the pamphlet begins, he quickly gets to what he sees as the heart of the problem. 
While he acknowledges that black Americans live among the (white) dominant culture, he 
immediately states that “these people [black Americans] are treated as though they were non-
assimilable [sic] aliens and are to be legislated for as a Colony.”102 In light of such treatment, 
Walker argues for a complete separation of the races, with the black “colony” returning to its 
homeland, Africa. While one might think that some progress would have been made after 
emancipation, Walker disagrees. Not surprisingly, during the dark period, blacks did not receive 
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any assistance in progressing: “there was absolutely no beginning of mental improvement 
observable in the people.”103 After the Emancipation Proclamation and Reconstruction, things 
were supposed to change but did not. According to Walker, “in theory, there is no distinction to 
be made among the citizens of the United States in respect to race, color, or previous condition 
of servitude [but] the members of this Colony must ever find their progress in commercial and 
industrial pursuits hindered and made almost impossible by this condition of society.”104 Living 
side-by-side with whites emphasizes blacks’ inferiority and degradation. “The Negroes […] must 
submit to Social Inequality, and that means always at the bottom. We see no possible hope that 
the Negro will ever secure the enjoyment of this social freedom or equality. Without it, he can 
never expect full and complete development.”105 This is how Walker views black Americans’ 
prospects. Full development, the progression to the Anglo Saxons’ place in civilization requires a 
move elsewhere to avoid close comparison and reminders of past, present, and future hurts.  
Walker also argues against both Booker T. Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois, maintaining 
that their views of eventual acceptance are mere delusions. They, and other black leaders, 
“generally expect the day to come when, through the effect of education and the accumulation of 
wealth, they will enjoy full social equality with the white people of the United States.”106 Since 
black leaders do not offer feasible and meaningful solutions and harbor such foolhardy beliefs, 
“hope is with the opinions and words of the foremost Educators and Statesmen of the white 
race”107—the Negro must be separated and expelled. After providing this and other evidence for 
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why, in his estimation, blacks will eternally be “out of place” and will never “have independent 
thought or action,” he implores white Americans to do the honorable thing: 
There is yet time for them to stand up bravely and say to the Negro: “We have wronged 
your race by forcing it from the Home where God placed it into an alien land, and there 
imposed the yoke of slavery. We have liberated your race, and wish to see you develop to 
the fullest the powers which your Creator has bestowed upon you. Nothing but failure 
and disappointment await your efforts towards betterment while in contact with Anglo-
Saxon civilization; hence we as a Nation, with the desire to make partial atonement for 
the wrong done, and the wish to be of service to your race and mankind everywhere, will 
undertake to aid you to return to your native land, where we hope to see you build a 
civilization which shall be the glory and admiration of the World for all time!”108 
 
These words close the pamphlet and speak to Walker’s ambivalent mindset. Here, he sets himself 
apart; he speaks to both black and white readers but does not clearly identify with either. He 
presents his position as the logical and emotionally responsible one: “Every true friend of 
humanity must hope that some means may be found to avert the dangers that can already be seen 
gathering over this grand Republic.”109 His closing call to action betrays his lingering belief in 
the superiority of white America, and his lack of confidence in the ability of blacks to ever 
progress to the same levels while in such a stifling environment. His pamphlet makes no mention 
of his former baseball stardom, but knowing his history makes it clear that it, in part, contributes 
to his disillusionment. We can read Walker’s project as part of a larger movement, one most 
visible in Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro Improvement Association, founded in 1914, just a 
few years after the publication of Walker’s pamphlet. Garvey wrote that the UNIA’s purpose 
was “to have established in Africa that brotherly cooperation which will make the interests of the 
African native and the American and West Indian Negro one and the same, that is to say, we 
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shall enter into a common partnership to build up Africa in the interests of our race.”110 This 
places Walker in a larger context of black nationalism.  
Today, Walker is only recognized as baseball’s first black major leaguer by baseball 
aficionados. His final conclusion—that blacks would never achieve full citizenship in the U.S. 
(and I would add, by extension, on the baseball field)—was (and is) not the popular one. The 
legacy he leaves is not one of triumphant overcoming, but one of resignation and failure. Instead, 
baseball remembers and celebrates a black player who struggled and succeeded: Jackie 
Robinson.  
Jackie, The Superhero 
Jackie Robinson looms in baseball’s imaginary as a larger than life figure who made 
baseball more equal through its embrace of a black player. In a review of a 2013 biopic about 
Robinson, New York Times columnist Dana Jennings asserts that Robinson’s “legend—a cross-
pollination of proud American mythology and exceptionalism” is compelling “because it makes 
us feel good about ourselves, about baseball, about our perceived progress on race relations.”111 
This is baseball’s history in a nutshell, the way baseball’s main memory-making engines like the 
Hall of Fame script it: blacks were once excluded from “organized” baseball, Robinson broke the 
color line, now discrimination is over. Robinson transcends baseball: “George Vecsey, the writer 
and columnist for The New York Times, gets at Robinson’s ability to help and to raise up others 
in his 2006 history, 'Baseball,' when he writes, 'Every black politician, every black rap singer, 
every black athlete of today, every black citizen vaguely getting by, comes through Jackie 
Robinson.'"112 This type of portrayal of Robinson is illustrative of what Erica Edwards calls the 
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charismatic scenario in her book Charisma and the Fictions of Black Leadership (2012). 
Edwards is concerned with black American politics, but what she identifies as “one of the central 
fictions of black American politics: that freedom is best achieved under the direction of a single 
charismatic leader”113 is relevant for baseball’s official history.  
This history—its stark before and after of the “bad days” of excluding black Americans, 
then the achievement of full equality after integration—hinges on the presentation of its “first” 
black player as exceptional. As the unofficial leader and role model for black Americans as the 
national transitioned from Jim Crow to civil rights, Robinson epitomizes “charismatic 
leadership,” which, according to Edwards, “became, in the dominant culture as well as in the 
commonsense forms of black nationalism, a definitive fiction of black politics for the twentieth 
century. By fiction I mean both explanatory narrative and fantastic dissimulation: black 
leadership is seductively troped as the motor of black history in a way that always hides and 
represses the heterogeneity of the movements toward black self-determination throughout the 
long twentieth century.”114 Although other black ballplayers have been lauded and canonized by 
organized baseball (Willie Mays and Hank Aaron, for example, and perhaps most interestingly 
Robinson’s eventual teammate on the Dodgers, Roy Campanella, who took a completely 
different approach to integration115) its insistence on Robinson as charismatic leader puts him at 
the forefront of narratives of integration. He is the one who provided the spark, who proved that 
integration was worthwhile and feasible. This vision of Robinson continues to be produced and 
disseminated in a variety of ways.  
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Along with Jackie Robinson Day and other official forms of commemoration like the 
Robinson exhibit at the Hall of Fame, representations of Robinson on film have participated in 
the construction of Robinson as the ideal agent of integration. There have been multiple attempts 
to dramatize Jackie Robinson’s story in film form since he played himself in The Jackie 
Robinson Story (1950). This film fits perfectly with the official story of baseball’s integration. As 
film scholar Rob Edelman points out, the film “highlights Robinson’s struggle [while it] 
acknowledges the reality of racism in America. But the scenario stresses that, in due course, 
fairness will prevail.”116 Patience, along with hard work, will bring black Americans to an equal 
plane with white Americans. The struggle (and supposed triumph) of black Americans, 
embodied here in the struggle and triumph of one man—Jackie Robinson—makes the waiting 
worthwhile. Central to such a mindset is the character of Robinson. The film stresses his 
Americanness and worthiness through focusing, in part, and his work ethic. As it opens, we see a 
little black boy walking down the street as a narrator tells us, “This is the story of a boy and his 
dream. But, more than that, it is the story of an American boy and a dream that is truly 
American.”117 The audience is quickly treated to scenes of Robinson growing from boyhood to 
manhood: as a boy, he plays an informal game of ball with white children and coaches, where 
the coaches recognize his innate talent and give him a beat-up old glove as a token of recognition 
and encouragement (which Robinson’s mother then repairs so he can use it). As he grows, we 
see that not only is he naturally gifted, but also hard-working—he shines shoes and delivers 
newspapers to pitch in at home while also displaying and asserting his independence. Scholar 
Rob Briley makes the astute observation about “the symbol of the glove,” which can be viewed 
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as “the white man bestowing the gift of inclusion upon Robinson.” Robinson, however, must 
play his part in achieving acceptance though “embrac[ing] the American dream rather than 
attempting to challenge the system.”118 This embracing is accomplished through his and his 
mother’s labor, what Briley refers to as “the Horatio Alger mold […] in which the hero gains 
fame and fortune through hard work and perseverance.”119 
Along with stressing Robinson’s Americanness through the focus on his work ethic, the 
film, of course, focuses on his blackness. It must meld both facets of Robinson’s life to illustrate 
that one can be both black and American—a prospect which Fleet Walker had rejected some 
forty years earlier. Throughout the film, Robinson’s status as exceptional black man and 
American is clearly reiterated. After his initial meeting with Branch Rickey, while he grapples 
with the decision of entering MLB and all the resistance and abuse that will go with it, Robinson 
visits a (black) church for advice. There, the pastor tells him, “This is a big thing for you, Jackie. 
It’s a big thing for the whole colored people [….] A great deal depends upon you Jackie. What 
kind of man you are.”120  This makes plain that Robinson must perform as an accommodating 
leader, dragging all black Americans along to equality through his embodiment of American 
values. This is further illustrated by the film’s closing, in which Robinson testifies before the 
House Un-American Activities Committee in 1949. This appearance was fervently supported by 
Rickey, “who was a staunch anticommunist Republican,” and was “to refute the statement by 
entertainer and former All-American football player Paul Robeson that African Americans were 
not prepared to defend a racist society and nation during the Cold War.”121 (Interestingly, later in 
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life, Robinson voiced a somewhat different opinion, writing in his final autobiography, “I have 
grown wiser and closer to painful truths about America’s destructiveness. And I do have an 
increased respect for Paul Robeson.”122) In the film, as “America, the Beautiful” plays in the 
background, he intones that he’s learned that “democracy works for those who are willing to 
fight for it, and I’m sure it’s worth defending.” The scene is then overlaid with a waving 
American flag and the Statue of Liberty, providing an image of all that Robinson should mean: 
he is black, he is American, he works for equality. Edelman notes that, in his actual HUAC 
testimony, Robinson “cited his opposition to racism,” but the film leaves this out, turning his 
testimony to praise of “America and American democracy—as if inequality among Americans is 
nonexistent.”123 
The film also omits other key aspects of Robinson’s life. It makes no mention of the fact 
that he was born in Georgia, the son of a sharecropper who abandoned his family, precipitating 
Robinson’s move to California with his mother and siblings. Briley notes that, “[b]y ignoring the 
Southern origins of Robinson The Jackie Robinson Story does not offend the region by raising 
questions regarding sharecropping and Jim Crow. After all, it was important that the South be 
integrated into the postwar consensus rather than ostracized. While the film never comments 
upon what happened to Jackie’s father, it is interesting to note that throughout the film, Jackie 
enjoys the privilege of white surrogate fathers.”124 The film also leaves out Robinson’s court 
martial. This incident began when Robinson was a lieutenant in the Army in 1944, stationed at 
Fort Hood, Texas. As Jules Tygiel tells the story, 
[Robinson] was with the light-skinned wife of a fellow black officer, and the two walked 
half the length of the bus, then sat down, talking amiably. The driver, gazing into his rear-
view mirror, saw a black officer seated in the middle of the bus next to a woman who 
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appeared to be white. “Hey, you, sittin’ beside that woman,” he yelled. “Get to the back 
of the bus.” Lieutenant Robinson ignored the order. The driver stopped the bus, marched 
back to where the two passengers were sitting, and demanded that the lieutenant get to 
the back of the bus where the colored people belong.” Robinson refused, and so began a 
series of events that led to his arrest and court-martial and, finally, threatened his entire 
career.125 
 
Robinson felt no need to obey the order, as the Army had “put out regulations barring racial 
discrimination on any vehicle operating on an Army post.”126 Robinson was eventually acquitted 
of all charges, but his aggressiveness and stubbornness (“I had no intention of being intimidated 
into moving to the back of the bus [….] I’d been in trouble all my life, but I knew what my rights 
were.”127) earned Robinson the reputation of being ‘uppity’ and ‘difficult.’ The Jackie Robinson 
Story must elide these facts to make him the ideal agent of integration.  
The Jackie Robinson Story’s version of Robinson’s HUAC testimony provides a stark 
contrast to his predecessor, Fleet Walker: Robinson succeeded because he worked within the 
system, fighting—and proving—that black Americans can progress in the U.S., among (and with 
the help of) white Americans. The Jackie Robinson Story, released when he was still playing, 
provides the template for the narrative later cemented. This portrayal has trickled down through 
the years to another film version of Robinson, at a much later date.  
The mid- to late 1980s saw a glut of popular movies about baseball: The Natural (1984), 
Eight Men Out (1988), Bull Durham (1988), Field of Dreams (1989), and Major League (1989). 
These films have different takes on baseball. As one critic puts it, one film—Field of Dreams (an 
adaptation of W.P. Kinsella's 1982 novel Shoeless Joe)—“is about baseball as myth (that old 
thing) and the second [Major League] about baseball as joke.”128 Several of these movies deal 
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with baseball’s history and others about the contemporary sport. All of these films, however, 
focus mostly on white men. Major League revolves around a group of misfits that contains 
several minorities, but this diversity only serves to heighten the team’s zaniness. For example, 
one of the members of the fictionalized Cleveland Indians is Pedro Cerrano, a Cuban defector 
who sets up a shrine to a Voodoo idol, Jobu, in his locker and pours out rum offerings to it. 
Teammate Eddie Harris, who is portrayed as somewhat of a fundamentalist Christian, initially 
objects to Jobu, but is “converted” after stealing its rum and promptly feeling its wrath by being 
hit in the head by an errant baseball bat. Here, racial and cultural differences are played for 
laughs, with no meaningful exploration of these interactions.   
Perhaps unsurprisingly, given this flood of baseball films, a number of filmmakers 
attempted to make a movie centered on Jackie Robinson in this period. In a letter to Max Cohen 
dated June 5, 1990, concerning their then in-progress Robinson film project, Jules Tygiel notes 
that “interest in the topic [Jackie Robinson] remains high.” While they were collaborating on a 
Robinson movie, Tygiel noted a number of other projects. He mentions one that “reportedly 
involves Denzel Washington and Billy Crystal as Jackie Robinson and Pee Wee Reese [….] Add 
this to the two other projects (Rachel’s everpresent [sic] one and one other mystery venture) and 
our own and that makes five.” He adds, “I wonder how many, if any, will ever see the light of 
day.”129 Indeed, none of these movies were ever made. The project with the highest profile was 
helmed by Spike Lee in cooperation with Rachel Robinson. Upon its demise, Rachel Robinson 
said, "He couldn't put all the pieces together—the studios, the funds, the star, the script. It's not 
the first time the project has been aborted. I've been trying to get a movie done for the past 15 
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years and haven't succeeded. But I won't give up."130 In 1990, TNT broadcast a made-for-TV 
movie entitled The Court-Martial of Jackie Robinson. This film filled in gaps in the popular 
narrative about Robinson, but it mostly dealt with his life before professional baseball and was 
quickly forgotten. It provides a counter-narrative, yet it is one that did not take hold in the 
baseball imaginary. 
Part of the difficulty of transferring Robinson’s story to film may lie in the problem of 
trying to represent history. Feedback from film executive T.M. Sheridan on Cohen’s script gets 
to the heart of this problem. In a letter, Sheridan emphasizes that a film about Robinson should 
more correctly be thought of as “legend and NOT history. THIS FILM IS NOT A HISTORY.”131 
He spends a large part of the letter, in fact, theorizing about history and the ways in which we 
experience and understand it. He states that he has “absolutely no respect for film as a 
mechanism of telling history THE WAY IT REALLY HAPPENED. It is a waste of time to 
try.”132 In his mind, the project of attempting historical accuracy is a fool’s errand, since it can 
never truly be accomplished. Instead of historical accuracy, a historical film should “concentrate 
on historicity: the essence of the historical process. If we do not present the right visual look and 
a SENSE that this is the way it was we will be dismissed as trivial and shallow. But the actual 
events, beyond the broad brush stokes [sic], are unknown and of no real consequence.”133 
Twenty three years after Sheridan wrote those words, a major motion picture about Jackie 
Robinson was finally released. Written and directed by Brian Helgeland, 42: The Jackie 
Robinson Story was released in 2013. This film firmly places itself within the boundaries earlier 
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voiced by Sheridan. Instead of pure history, Helgeland’s movie veers more towards mythic 
territory. In the first scene in which the audience sees Branch Rickey (Harrison Ford), he is 
relating his plan to bring a black player to the Brooklyn Dodgers. At this point in the story, 
Rickey has not decided on which black player to approach with his plan. He tells his listeners: “I 
don’t know who he is, or where he is, but he’s coming.”134  This gives integration an air of 
inevitability and also grants a messianic feel to Robinson’s entry into MLB, anticipating a man 
who will act as savior and healer for baseball. As Rickey delivers these last words, the scene 
shifts to a Negro League baseball game in Birmingham, Alabama, with Jackie Robinson dancing 
off of second base in a bid to steal third (see Fig. 3), then ends in a freeze frame of Robinson. 
This scene suspends Robinson in time—however briefly—almost placing him outside of time. 
He is an unknown player who will enter this particular time and place to heal baseball’s 
segregated and broken present.  
Despite this mythic aspect to the film, it does attempt a balance with history. It opens and 
closes with the words of Wendell Smith, the Pittsburgh Courier journalist who followed 
Robinson during his inaugural major league season of 1947. In the opening voiceover, Smith 
(André Holland) provides the film’s mise-en-scène: the year is 1945 and the “greatest 
generation” is returning home from war. Life in the US is going “back to normal.” A large part 
of this normalcy is baseball, the national pastime that “was proof positive that democracy was 
real.” Although the major leagues were still segregated, black Americans played their own brand 
of baseball in the Negro Leagues. Out of all the men of various ethnicities playing baseball in 
myriad leagues, Smith maintains that “one man stood apart.” Here, Smith offers historical 
grounding in his discussion of the end of World War II, but he also partakes in the mythologizing 
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of Robinson’s story by presenting him as “the chosen one.” Like The Jackie Robinson Story 
before it, 42 omits large parts of Robinson’s early life. It makes no mention of his southern roots, 
and does not broach the topic of his court-martial. It begins with Robinson in the Negro Leagues, 
suggesting that his deeper origins are of no consequence. Indeed, at one point in the film, Rickey 
says, “We need a player with a future, not a past.”135  
This disavowal of the past in order to focus on the present and the future is a constant 
theme in the movie. On opening day—April 15, 1947, Robinson’s first appearance for the 
Dodgers—Rickey tells his assistant, “Another opening day, Harold. All future, no past.” Harold 
responds, “It’s a blank page, sir.” This willful forgetting of the past does away with history; it 
makes it so that the legacy of slavery and discrimination holds no real meaning. All that matters 
is that, from now on, black Americans will be accepted as equals, first on the ball field, and then 
in larger American society. 
A key scene in the movie involves Dodgers’ shortstop, Pee Wee Reese, a Kentuckian. 
Before the Dodgers play the Cincinnati Reds in Cincinnati, Reese, whose family and friends will 
be at the game, receives letters threatening him and Robinson. Concerned, he goes to Rickey 
only to be shown the numerous death threats Robinson has received. This opens his eyes to 
Robinson’s plight, and he makes up his mind to not only play, but to make a show of the fact that 
he accepts his black teammate. Before the games begins, as the players warm up on the field, he 
walks over to Robinson and puts his arm around him. Boos reign down, but it does not phase 
Reese. Instead, he holds a brief conversation with Robinson, in which they discuss the Civil War. 
Robinson says something to the effect of “better luck next time” for Southerners but Reese 
responds, “There won’t be a next time, Jackie. All we got’s right here, right now. You know 






what I mean?” These words erase the past, suggesting that achieving equality for all Americans 
hinges on forgetting past racial violence and inequality, something that Fleet Walker believed 
could never be done.  
Like The Jackie Robinson Story, 42 ends on an upbeat, sentimental note, as Robinson hits 
a home run to clinch the National League pennant. Slow motion scenes of him rounding the 
bases are intercut with scenes of him returning home to his wife Rachel in Brooklyn, implying 
that—in multiple ways—he makes it “home” to safety and triumph. Before the end credits, we 
see a montage of what happened to key people. We are told that those who supported Robinson 
and his breaking of the color line had bright futures: Branch Rickey and Pee Wee Reese, for 
example, were elected to the Hall of Fame; a nameless young black boy who makes several 
appearances during the film and idolizes Robinson is revealed to be Ed Charles, who grew up to 
play in MLB and be a member of 1969’s “Miracle Mets”; Wendell Smith was welcomed into the 
Baseball Writers of American (BBWA)—previously an all-white organization—in 1948. Those 
who were anti-Robinson, however, were not as lucky. Ben Chapman, the Philadelphia Phillies 
manager who mercilessly mocked Robinson with racial slurs and abuse was soon fired and never 
managed again; Dixie Walker, who refused to play with Robinson and demanded a trade, was 
traded to lowly Pittsburgh (a fate that is continuously bemoaned throughout the film). These 
future-looking snippets cement the film’s message. For those on the “right side” of history, the 
past does not matter. Jackie Robinson’s entrance to the major leagues provides a new beginning. 
As cultural critic Gerald Early says in Ken Burns’ documentary, Baseball, “You can almost 
divide American history in the twentieth century, before Robinson and after 





character, in some sense to America’s sense of mission and its destiny.”136 Robinson provides a 
clean slate: all future, no past.  
42, along with MLB’s annual Jackie Robinson Day, cements the official story of baseball 
as the vanguard for civil rights. Robinson’s story, however, in his own words, displays the 
complexities of Jackie Robinson as American hero. Earlier written iterations of Robinson’s story 
echo the sentiments of The Jackie Robinson Story. 1960’s Wait Till Next Year, an early 
biography of Robinson written by Carl T. Rowan with Robinson’s input and cooperation, tells 
Robinson’s story up to that point while foregrounding the civil rights strides his breaking of the 
color line initiated. 1964’s autobiography/group memoir Baseball Has Done It (it tells some of 
Robinson’s story, but also includes the experiences of a number of other black and Latino 
players) presents baseball as the vanguard of civil rights and a displays a firm faith in 
incorporation and assimilation. The book is comprised of three sections “The Past,” “The 
Present,” and “The Future,” much like Fleet Walker’s Our Home Colony. Couched in the 
language of waiting, this organization—taken together with the book’s content—illustrates the 
belated condition of African Americans.  The book’s first line makes this clear by calling out 
black Americans’ delayed attainment of full citizenship: “The right of every American to first-
class citizenship is the most important issue today. We Negroes are determined that our children 
shall enjoy the same blessings of democracy as white children. We are adamant: we intend to use 
every means at our disposal to smash segregation and discrimination wherever it appears.”137 He 
then outlines the past: “1963 was the centennial of the Emancipation Proclamation. By edict of 
Abraham Lincoln Negro-Americans were freed from slavery. Five years later, on July 28, 1868, 
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the Fourteenth Amendment was added to the Constitution.”138  Unlike the previously discussed 
film versions of Robinson, here, he grapples with the past, laying bare broken promises and 
using it as justification for change. He goes on to say, “These are the 1960s. The descendants of 
emancipated slaves are now demanding the rights which the Fourteenth and Fifteenth 
Amendments supposedly granted to our ancestors nearly a century ago.”139 He offers a through-
line from the past to the present, arguing that what is happening now (the 1960s) can be traced to 
what happened then (the 1860s). He references earlier black ballplayers like Sol White and the 
Walker brothers, beginning chapter two with a quote from Sol White’s History of Colored 
Baseball, and briefly discussing the Walker brothers’ histories as baseball players. He likens 
their plights to that of himself and his contemporaries. Similarly to Fleet Walker, but in a more 
optimistic way, Robinson paints an image of black Americans progressing from a past of waiting 
to a present of fighting to a future of fulfillment (but in the U.S., not Africa). “That’s what this 
book is about,” Robinson writes. “[H]ow integration has come to baseball and how it can be 
achieved in every corner of the land.”140 Baseball, for him, has succeeded and can offer a 
blueprint for the rest of the nation, hence the title of the book: if baseball has done it, so can other 
institutions.  
The last section, “The Future,” begins with an epigraph by English poet Richard Henry 
Horne: “Your labor is for future hours/Plough deep and straight/with all your powers!”141 Here, 
the book participates in that forward-looking impulse shown later in 42. However, the section 
begins by discussing Branch Rickey, telling us that he is “keeping an eye on the present while 
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remembering the lessons of the past and still formulating plans for the future”142—drawing a 
parallel to the book itself, which demonstrates that we must know and remember the past (and 
any harsh truths it may contain) to make present and future change. Perhaps in a gesture to his 
white readers, he leaves the penultimate word to Rickey, who writes “The big challenge to the 
Negro today is to fight for the right to be equal and then to qualify as an equal. And no less 
important is the challenge not to compromise for less than equality.”143 The last word, however, 
rests with Robinson, who punctuates Rickey’s assertions with, “That’s the way I feel about it!”144 
turning the tables and offering his stamp of approval to validate the opinions of a white man.  
The optimism Robinson showed in Baseball Has Done It would not last, however. Over 
the years, he published a number of autobiographies. By the time the last one made its 
appearance in 1972, the year he died, it was clear that his outlook on race relations had changed. 
He, like Fleet Walker, loses his belief in true racial equality. I Never Had It Made still illustrates 
that Robinson’s end goal was first class citizenship for all black Americans, but it also displays 
his lack of confidence that this will ever happen. As he writes at one point, “There was a time 
when I deeply believed in America. I have become bitterly disillusioned.”145 He acknowledges 
the role he played in advancing civil rights, but he does not take ownership of it, instead giving 
most of the credit to Branch Rickey. Of his first year in the major leagues, he writes,  
There I was, the black grandson of a slave, the son of a black sharecropper, part of  a 
historic occasion, a symbolic hero to my people [….] as I look back on that opening game 
of my first world series, I must tell you that it was Mr. Rickey’s drama and that I was 
only a principal actor. As I write this twenty years later, I cannot stand and sing the 
anthem. I cannot salute the flag; I know that I am a black man in a white world. In 1972, 
in 1947, at my birth in 1919, I know that I never had it made.146 
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Here, he sounds more like Walker than the Jackie Robinson of popular film and other official 
histories. He sees no real progress—in fact, progress has stagnated (he is in the same position in 
1919, 1947, and 1972)—he has not achieved full Americanness. He returns to this feeling of 
stagnation throughout the autobiography. While he does admit that some progress has been 
made, it seems like this progress is negligible. He vents his frustration at white Americans who 
would tell a black American “You’ve come a long way.” These people “fail to say that we’ve 
still got a long way to go because of the unjust headstart [sic] the founding fathers of this country 
had on us and the handicaps they bestowed on the red men they robbed and the blacks they 
abducted and enslaved.”147 Here, Robinson links the status of black Americans to the U.S.'s 
ongoing legacy of settler colonialism; he acknowledges that the nation has been built on 
dispossession and slavery, giving white Americans a violent and unfair advantage. For him, it is 
crucial to note that these circumstances stretch from the past into the present. Most relevant to 
his situation is that the belated condition of black Americans has not changed; they are still 
playing catch-up to white America. The Jackie Robinson of I Never Had It Made is not the 
Jackie Robinson of official history. He does not give us a happy ending, he does not present the 
work of integration and achieving equality as being over.  
Like this version of Robinson, Peter Schilling, Jr.’s 2008 novel The End of Baseball 
refuses a happy ending, a celebratory tale of integration. In rewriting/retelling history and 
changing the facts, Schilling does not seek to make readers feel good about the triumph of 
integration. Rather, the novel grapples with the intersection of race and baseball in all its 
messiness. It takes as it starting point a much debated rumor, an unstable historical possibility—
something that could have happened, but did not.  
                                                 





Baseball’s Great Emancipator? 
The story of Jackie Robinson breaking the color line is fairly well-known in American 
culture, yet only those with a decided interest in baseball history are aware of the supposed plan 
of legendary owner Bill Veeck to integrate baseball with a team of African American players, 
not just a single player. Known for attention-seeking stunts like playing 3’7’’ Eddie Gaedel to 
disrupt the strike zone, Veeck claimed that his greatest stunt was one that never came to fruition. 
In his autobiography Veeck—As in Wreck (1962), he writes that he tried to purchase the 
Philadelphia Phillies in 1943 and stock the struggling team with black stars. He felt confident in 
his plan, since the “color line was a ‘gentleman’s agreement’ only. The only way the 
Commissioner could bar me from using Negroes would be to rule, officially and publicly, that 
they were ‘detrimental to baseball.’ With Negroes fighting in the war, such a ruling was 
unthinkable.” 148 His plan was foiled, however, when he told Commissioner Landis of his plan. 
Had Veeck’s plan succeeded, “he, not Rickey, would have won the accolades lavished on 
baseball’s ‘Great Emancipator.’”149 
While Veeck admitted that part of his motivation was publicity, he also insisted that he 
was trying to combat prejudice while also fielding the best possible team. He told one 
interviewer that “the only reservoir of players still untouched during the war [World War II] was 
the Negro leagues. As a matter of fact,” he contended, “I wanted to buy the Philadelphia ball 
club to put in an all-Negro team. It wasn’t really aimed at being an all-Negro team, but it would 
have worked out that way.”150 Veeck’s motives combined his will to win with the fact that, as he 
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put it, “it seems to me that all my life I have been fighting against the status quo, the tyranny of 
the fossilized majority rule.”151 An iconoclast by nature, Veeck believed that the exclusion of 
black Americans was just another example of small-mindedness. In relating his plans to buy the 
Phillies and integrate MLB and how he actually integrated the American League by signing 
Larry Doby to play for the Cleveland Indians, Veeck goes to great lengths to illustrate his 
opposition to all kinds of prejudice, which he presents as the main reasoning behind his support 
of integrating MLB. The possibility that there might have been another way for baseball to be 
integrated pushes back against the sense of inevitability woven into the Jackie Robinson official 
narrative. The story of Veeck’s failed alternative has sparked some debate, which I unravel 
below. This debate illustrates the sometimes uneasy interplay between baseball history and myth, 
shaking the foundation of the “agreed upon understanding of the past”152 and creating cracks in 
the accepted, triumphalist narrative of integration. 
In an article titled “A Baseball Myth Exploded,” (1998) David M. Jordan, Larry R. 
Gerlach, and John P. Rossi present Veeck’s strong anti-prejudice feelings as a reason that he, 
according to them, might have manufactured his story of attempting to buy the Phillies. They 
argue that Veeck’s claims were mere posturing, a way for the born showman to garner attention. 
According to them, Veeck resented the fact that Branch Rickey, a man he disliked, received all 
the credit for breaking the color line when he “himself had had it in his heart and mind to shatter 
that bar four or five years earlier.” Besides, he felt that “Rickey took [this step] only for business 
reasons,”153 whereas he planned to do it to combat prejudice (as well as for business reasons). As 
historians, Jordan, Gerlach, and Rossi take issue with what they see as the lack of historical 
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evidence to substantiate Veeck’s claims. Most of the details about the plan come from Veeck 
himself, and they argue that, if his claim was true, other principal actors would have written or 
spoken about it. They also cite the lack of coverage in the media, especially black newspapers. 
They maintain that “If Veeck was lining up money for his purchase, […] it is inconceivable that 
Veeck’s Phillies project would not have become a matter of public currency, at least within the 
world of Negro baseball.”154  
While presenting this evidence (or, more precisely, lack of evidence) the authors 
acknowledge that “baseball is a game in which the line between myth and reality is constantly 
blurred,” and maintain that Veeck’s supposed plan is “[a]nother classic example of an enduring 
legend.”155 They dislike the fact that the plan has been continuously been presented as reality, 
disregarding any mythical aspects. They bemoan the fact that the story has “been told and retold 
so many times that it hardly needs citation to a source any more. It has become an article of 
historical faith, found in virtually every general history of black and white professional baseball 
as well as in studies of racial integration.”156 All in all, their main complaint is that Veeck’s story 
has become “Historical Truth,” and that Veeck “falsified the historical record.”157  
Jules Tygiel, on the other hand, isn’t so sure of their final conclusion. In response to their 
article, he published one of his own, “Revisiting Bill Veeck and the 1943 Phillies” (2007), in 
which he notes that the 1998 article “convinced most SABR [Society for American Baseball 
Research] members and those in the baseball world who become aware of it that Veeck, a master 
storyteller often prone to exaggeration, had largely invented the tale.”158 He includes himself in 
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the group of those convinced, yet cites new findings: “[I]n recent years researchers perusing the 
African American press have found earlier references to Veeck’s plans that at least partially 
debunk the new myth that the 1998 exposé created.”159 It is interesting to note that Tygiel calls 
the earlier article “myth,” while its authors surely regarded their claims as “Historical Truth.” 
Tygiel cautions that, in finding proof for their claims, they “could not possibly have examined all 
of the available newspapers that might have mentioned this scheme.”160 His final conclusion—
that there is no solid evidence of Veeck’s plans, yet we cannot completely dismiss the possibility 
that it happened—makes plain the instability of “Historical Truth.” The debate over the veracity 
of Veeck’s claims unsettles what has been cemented as the official narrative—a narrative that, as 
seen in the words of Jordan, Gerlach, and Rossi, needs to be protected to preserve a celebratory 
telling of integration—and creates space for counter narratives. Regardless of whether Veeck’s 
story is true or not, it presents an intriguing possibility. What would have happened had Veeck’s 
supposed plan worked? Schilling’s The End of Baseball uses the possibility to engage in 
historical fantasy. He takes the real people involved in Veeck’s plan and presents what might 
have happened. 
Integration as Destruction 
In her discussion of Herman Melville’s novella “Benito Cereno,” Dana Luciano argues 
that this work exemplifies the counter-monument, as it insists “on the reparative possibilities of 
an understanding of history that sees time as discontinuous and fragmented.”161 The work it 
performs is not that of attempting to redeem the past. On the contrary, in making plain the cracks 
and inconsistencies of the past, it offers the possibility of some kind of reinvention, a new 
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understanding of the past and our relation to it. I maintain that the counter-monumental impulse 
(“the demand for historical memory to make sense of this linkage without relying on amnesia or 
subscribing to a redemptionist teleology”162) is the rationale behind historical fantasy in general 
and The End of Baseball in particular. The novel refuses a “redemptionist teleology;” unlike 
official histories of integration, this historic fantasy brings to the fore the effects of World War II 
on baseball and the division of opinion among black Americans about the best ways to integrate 
(or if integration is even a goal). Ultimately, it questions baseball’s ability to act as the vanguard 
of civil rights, as Jackie Robinson had posited in Baseball Has Done It.   
In The End of Baseball, Bill Veeck purchases the Philadelphia Athletics and moves 
forward with his plan. While in reality, Veeck claimed he respected Commissioner Landis too 
much to move forward with his plan without Landis’s consent, the fictionalized Veeck charges 
ahead in a clandestine manner. When the novel opens, Veeck and his lawyer/quasi-assistant Sam 
Dailey are in Texas scouting legendary Negro Leagues catcher Josh Gibson. In order to obscure 
his true intentions of making the A’s an all-black team, Veeck has an elaborate set-up:  
he had rounded up a bunch of Negro investors and bought the Philadelphia Stars, a Negro 
League club, and every black player signed would be a member of the Stars on paper. 
They would hold two spring training camps: one for the A’s—the white players he was 
going to release (and where he had invited hundreds of press to help complete the 
deception)—and one in Cartwheel, Florida, for the real team, no press allowed. On April 
1, a couple of weeks before the season opened, Veeck would hand over the contracts to 
Commissioner Landis for approval, flanked by dozens of sympathetic newspapermen.163 
 
Under the guise of upholding segregation, Veeck believes he will be able to slowly build support 
for black players in organized baseball and eventually “emerge with […] an unbeatable team” 
(7). In Veeck’s plan, the black players constitute the “real team”—the organized squad—a 
reversal of earlier conceptions, which saw black teams as “disorganized” and illegitimate. Of 
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course, such a bold move cannot be kept secret for long. Led by the black press, Veeck’s plan is 
soon made known.  
Veeck turns out to be partially correct, as many people in the press come out in support of 
integration. In order to uphold American ideals (or the appearance of such by men in prominent 
positions) the all-black A’s are allowed to play. This mass integration will supposedly usher in 
an era of true democracy and what Jackie Robinson and Moses Fleetwood Walker insisted upon: 
first-class citizenship. Those who are against integration, however, hold that it will be “the end of 
baseball,” and thus, possibly the end of the U.S. After the A’s first home game in Philadelphia, 
while Veeck celebrates the team’s fast start with Sam, Sam says, “Tom said the A’s were going 
to be the end of baseball as we know it,” to which Veeck replies, “Then here’s to the end of 
baseball” (119). The integration of MLB will either—quite literally—make it so that baseball 
will no longer be played (some white players threaten to not play, while some fans urge a 
boycott) or change the game to the extent that it will no longer be recognizable (the media notes 
the ways in which blacks play the game differently than whites). Either possibility, to 
integration’s detractors, is undesirable. For them, integration disrupts history’s flow; baseball has 
“always” been segregated, and that’s how it should remain. This view of history “relies on 
amnesia,” as Luciano puts it, to stabilize and make meaning of the present and prepare for the 
future. It represses earlier integrated baseball (as well as other upheavals in baseball’s past), 
erasing histories like that of Bud Fowler and the Walker brothers. In this case, when this 
understanding of history vanishes, so does the nation.  
Two of the most important and influential opponents to integration are Commissioner 
Judge Kennesaw Mountain Landis and the editor-in-chief of the Sporting News, J.G. Taylor 





black roster, Judge Landis informs him that he cannot own both a major league team and a Negro 
League team. This, he says, is a conflict of interest, adding, “We must do our best to preserve the 
integrity of the sport” (85). His plan to switch the rosters cannot stand, as “the rules of major 
league baseball specifically prohibit any player from signing a major league contract within a 
year of playing against Negro League teams or barnstorming units” (ibid.). This means that 
Veeck will have to sell the Stars (with their all-black roster), and keep the A’s (with their all-
white roster). Spink, who is portrayed throughout the novel as a mouthpiece for the 
Commissioner and his racist views, tells Veeck that this is for the best as “there can be no 
question about the damage your…experiment will do to the sport. It would be the end of 
baseball. Riots. Attendance falling—and it’s already as low as it has been in years” (86). Both 
Landis and Spink view integration as unsettling, the destruction of tradition. Beyond the damage 
done to the sport, integrating baseball will damage the nation itself. Landis stresses that  
it is in the best interests of baseball to see to it that players and owners are happy and able 
to do business with the least amount of trouble, especially while we’re a nation at war 
[….] During these troubled times, when baseball is so important, we make absolutely 
certain that the city and the state don’t give you problems. No one wants trouble at the 
ballpark. (84) 
 
Landis displays his belief that baseball deeply impacts the nation. As the game goes, so does the 
U.S.; Landis and Spink want a segregated game and a segregated country.  
Paying to Play 
Other characters in the novel also endow baseball with greater meaning. The black 
ballplayers who flock to Veeck’s training camp hope to play professionally, fulfilling lifelong 
dreams. Word leaks out that Veeck plans to integrate MLB, so the training camp draws black 





men to show” at the camp’s opening, “they found nearly a thousand Negro ballplayers crowding 
the shores of Cartwheel [the training camp’s location]” (60).  
Most of the thousand came of their own accord. Fueled by these tales of baseball, men 
left the cotton fields of the South, others abandoned their factory jobs up north. Did it 
matter that the whispered tales in the parking lots of the munitions plants seemed like 
nothing more than fable? It did not [….]  But the promise of a paid job playing baseball 
was too much for most men with a talent for bat and ball—it would kill a man to know 
that he had ignored the call, no matter how slippery and elusive the glory. Both the 
impossible dream of the big leagues and the promise of a tryout for a Negro League team 
were sufficient to make a ballplayer drop everything and use any means to get to 
Cartwheel. A couple of guys deserted the army, were caught, court-martialed, and 
sentenced to years of hard labor. The stories knew no boundaries: segregationists heard 
the call too. One ballplayer was run down by a car, his legs smashed, his career over. 
Another was propped up dead on the mound at the colored ballfield in Birmingham with 
rope burns around his neck. (60-1) 
 
Playing baseball professionally, in and of itself, is a goal. For the men the narrator describes, 
playing in the major leagues is a matter of life and death. Yet, black ballplayers and 
segregationists alike make it clear that there is something even beyond that. Oscar Charleston, a 
black former ballplayer who Veeck hires to scout talent (and who later becomes a kind of 
manager for the club), declares that “This is the biggest thing to happen to us […] since the 
Emancipation, maybe” (61). For him and other black ballplayers, integrating MLB will finally 
make it so that black Americans can attain full citizenship. It is also worth noting that the 
training camp’s location, Cartwheel, Florida,  
was an old World War I training base, used by the army to test tear gas on the unlucky 
soldiers being sent to the trenches, usually local Seminoles [….] It was a strange, almost 
perfectly oval island that rose up, high and dry from the swamps, as if it were man-made, 
which in fact it might have been, by the Army Corps of Engineers, by an old tribe of 
Seminoles in the late nineteenth century, or by pirates—it all depended on whom you 
asked. (55)  
 
The island’s known past as a military base used to train American Indians to fight for the US 





I Never Had It Made), while it also illustrates the instability of history and our inability to truly 
know it.  
Although the Commissioner opposes Veeck’s plan, his hand is forced by a radio program 
praising the integration of the major leagues. This program, fronted by Walter Winchell, 
broadcasts a telegram from Franklin Roosevelt. In this telegram, the President congratulates the 
“wise commissioner on his wise decision to approve the contracts of the Philadelphia Athletics, 
every one, and avoid making an issue of the subject of integration during these trying times. 
Baseball, that most American of sports, was proving itself again to be at the forefront of 
democracy” (96). Here, we see the classic invocation of baseball as America’s national game, a 
paragon of fair play. The integration of MLB will bring black Americans to the same stage of 
development as white Americans.  
Partially because the action of the novel takes place during WWII, the supposed equality 
ushered in by the war looms large. Part of Veeck’s motivation for wanting to integrate MLB, he 
tells Sam, is a realization brought on from the diversity experienced in combat: “you sit in a 
trench with a Jew, an Italian, a Negro, and pretty soon you realize that, hey, this guy can do the 
job just like anyone else” (10). For his part, Sam reminds Veeck that “the army doesn’t put 
Negroes in the trenches” (ibid.). This reminder points to the multi-tiered citizenship still in place. 
Black Americans may enter the armed forces and fight—and possibly die—for “their country,” 
yet they are unable to officially take part in combat. Such a status makes plain the disconnect 
between the rhetoric of inclusion and equality and the reality. For some of the characters, this 






While the teams players are all black, the novel makes it clear that there any many 
opinions on integration; it is not a singular journey. One of the most visible examples of this is 
the pitcher Dave Barnhill. Over dinner with Stan Keller, a reporter for the Philadelphia Record, 
Barnhill launches into a rant about the nature of American democracy. Provoked by the topic of 
a looming bus driver strike in Philadelphia (brought on by the move to integrate city buses) 
Barnhill says, “I read about that brother who can’t get a job driving buses. Why? Because white 
people drive buses. This is Philadelphia? This is democracy?” (150). He laments the constricted 
roles blacks fill in the war machine—“cleaning toilets, spooning up potatoes, working in the 
boilers”—as not truly being part of the war effort. For him, this is merely another circumstance 
that illustrates black American’s limited, partial citizenship. His language invokes a state of 
deferral. “We gotta wait until…when?” he asks. “Now that we’re in baseball, there’s no telling 
where we can go. We can drive buses. Run for office. Live where we want, marry who we want, 
go where we want. That’s the Constitution” (ibid.). Like the Jackie Robinson of Baseball Has 
Done It and official history, Barnhill views baseball as leading the way for civil rights. He and 
his teammates no longer have to “wait ‘til next year”; the fulfillment of baseball’s promise—and 
the promise of American democracy—are at hand. And in his mind, if it comes to fruition, “It 
could be beautiful” (ibid.). 
 In spite of his reluctant optimism, Barnhill cannot help but question the wisdom of 
playing baseball during such a racially tumultuous period: “Sometimes [he] hated baseball, hated 
the frivolity of the whole enterprise. Hated its uselessness, the men playing a boy’s game, men 
paying good money to see a boy’s game” (157). He feels frustrated by what he views as a lack of 





viewpoint such as Barnhill’s brings into question both the viability and desirability of 
integration. 
The novel’s climax includes a time-worn trope of baseball fiction: the game at season’s 
end to decide who wins the pennant. In this case, the A’s and Browns are tied for first place in 
the American League with one game remaining. This means that whoever wins the last games 
becomes league champions and moves on to the World Series. The deciding game takes place in 
St. Louis, a fact that brings even more tension to the event as that particular city is presented 
throughout the novel as a bastion of racism and hatred. In a reversal of how the deciding game 
usually goes, the A’s—the heroes of the story—lose. Unlike the end of 42, there is no triumphant 
rounding of the bases, no happy return home. One of the coaches puts a cap on the season: 
“Well, boys, there’s always next year,” (334) echoing the refrain, “wait ‘til next year.” After the 
A’s lose, Veeck is forced to sell the team. The new owner, Connie Mack “sold half the players as 
soon as he had his claws back on the team [….] It had seemed like the A’s would be the only 
American League club without any Negroes” (336). In this new history, MLB’s first integrated 
season is not fondly remembered; the team is not celebrated. The novel’s last scene includes a 
young boy on his paper route who catches a glimpse of Bill Veeck leaving the ballpark for the 
last time. He thinks: “Someone ought to say goodbye, ought to give him a parade like he gave 
us” (337).  This ending provides a feeling of loss, but presents what scholar José Muñoz calls a 
“critical utopianism”—a “backward glance that enacts a future vision.”164 Taken together with 
Moses Fleetwood Walker’s insistence that black Americans could never achieve full citizenship 
and Jackie Robinson's later-in-life dissatisfaction, The End of Baseball's presentation of what 
could have been illustrates the unfinished project of equality for black Americans. While the 
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novel’s experiment ends in failure, it prompts the reader to contemplate the messiness of 
collective integration and opens a space for discussing other possibilities than the one offered by 
Jackie Robinson’s singular, triumphant integration. In challenging official narratives of the past, 
























CHAPTER 3: BÉISBOL: LATIN AMERICA’S GAME 
 
On March 22, 2016, President Barack Obama commemorated the normalizing of the 
U.S.’s relationship with Cuba by taking in a baseball game between the Tampa Bay Rays and the 
Cuban national team at Havana’s Estadio Latinoamericano. In much of the media coverage of 
this game, baseball was heralded as a meaningful symbol of equality and cooperation. In an 
article written for ESPN.com, President Obama describes baseball as a conduit that connects the 
U.S. with Cuba. Despite differences the nations may have, the President writes: “Whether it’s the 
middle of an Iowa cornfield or the neighborhoods of Havana, our landscapes are dotted with 
baseball diamonds. Our kids grow up learning to run the bases and count balls and strikes. And 
many of our greatest ballplayers have taken the field together.”165 Here, the President evokes 
W.P. Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe in his words about “the middle of an Iowa cornfield;” this 
foregrounds the fantasy of baseball as eternal, a mode that continually connects past to present. 
For the President, as for many others, baseball is an activity that erases differences and brings 
people together. It also transcends place—flattening out differences between the U.S. and 
Cuba—and time: the exhibition game is “a symbol of the bonds between Americans and Cubans 
despite decades of isolation—a small step that shows that our nations can begin to move beyond 
the divisions of the past and look toward a future of greater connections and cooperation between 
our countries.”166  
In the same vein, Jesse Sanchez, a reporter for MLB.com, wrote of this game that 
“Baseball is a bridge between two countries.”167 In some ways, both President Obama and 
                                                 
165 Obama, Barack. “President Obama: MLB exhibition in Cuba ‘something extraordinary.’” ESPN, 22 Mar. 2016. 
http://www.espn.com/mlb/story/_/id/15041863/mlb-exhibition-cuba-extraordinary.  
166 Ibid.  
167 Sanchez. “Historic day in Cuba filled with thrills.” MLB, 22 Mar. 2016. https://www.mlb.com/news/historic-





Sanchez acknowledge the transnational nature of baseball’s movement between the Americas 
and the Caribbean. Lurking behind their discussions of boundary breaking and togetherness is a 
belief that the U.S.-Cuba baseball exchange (as well as that with other Latin American countries) 
is and has been one-way; the official U.S. history has the U.S. exporting baseball to Cuba. Such a 
viewpoint places the U.S. in a position of authority, eliding the transnational space baseball 
created in Latin America and the Caribbean dating back to the 1860s. As historian Rob Ruck 
points out, it is easy to believe that, since “the United States invaded Caribbean basin countries 
on more than a score of occasions,”168 this exchange was the source of baseball’s spread. This 
viewpoint uses invasion and conquest as the foundation for baseball’s global turn, treating it as a 
necessary precondition. 
In addition to this portrayal of baseball’s spread as a one-way exchange, Adrian Burgos, 
Jr. has noted that current popular portrayals of Latinos in the U.S. major leagues gives the 
impression that this is a recent phenomenon: “The public face constructed to represent Latinos 
distorts the Latino past within the game and powerfully elides the long history of Latino 
participation and the social forces that have shaped that participation.”169 This may be due, in 
part, to the fact that both scholarly and popular work on Latin Americans and baseball is 
relatively recent. Scholar Samuel O. Regalado, whose book Viva Baseball discusses the history 
of Latin Americans and baseball from the late 1800s to the present, encountered some resistance 
when trying to get it published in the 1980s. He received a rejection letter from a publisher which 
read, in part, “I am forced to conclude that [the book] lacks commercial potential.”170 Part of the 
                                                 
168 Ruck, Raceball: How the Major Leagues Colonized the Black and Latin Game. Beacon Press, 2011, p. 17.  
169 Burgos, Playing America’s Game: Baseball, Latinos, and the Color Line. University of California Press, 2007, p. 
244. 
170 Correspondence from Samuel Regalado. Jules Tygiel Papers, BA MSS 34, Box 3, Folder 10, National Baseball 





issue for this reviewer is that the book “seems to be a work about baseball but it’s actually a 
sociological work.”171 This stance creates the possibility of a perceived bait and switch: 
“Baseball fans who buy it are likely to feel they did not get what they expected.” These 
comments betray a resistance to thinking through baseball’s long history in Latin America. After 
all, there were plenty of baseball books—even in the 1980s—that took what could be considered 
a more sociological (and usually historical) approach to the sport. These books, however, tended 
to focus on white men, with the occasional foray into African American baseball. Behind this 
refusal, I argue, is the impulse to create a disconnect—both spatially and temporally—between 
the U.S. and Latin America. In this context, this mindset sees Latinos playing baseball as always 
already about colonial history, robbing Latin American countries of their distinct baseball 
histories.  
In this chapter, I present an archive of objects that destabilize dominant narratives 
surrounding Latin Americans and U.S. baseball. These objects unsettle key places and times that 
have dictated popular perceptions of Latin Americans playing baseball in the U.S. and vice 
versa. Here, I follow Dana Luciano in using unsettlement as “an opening to undoing the futures 
upon which colonial history insists, a means of generating unforeseen arrangements and 
expectations.”172 In arranging the texts in this chapter—written and otherwise—I locate 
alternatives to dominant narratives that help reorient our understandings of and investments in 
current imaginings of Latin American baseball’s relation to the U.S.  
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The first “place” I interrogate is the baseball academy system that rose to prominence in 
the 1970s and 1980s. In discussing the shift from community-based baseball to a business 
dictated by MLB, Ruck writes that “the subsequent infusion of major league capital turned the 
harvest of ballplayers into a bumper crop, arguably the country’s most important export.”173 
Here, Latin ballplayers are raw material, almost always part of a group to be used; if one fails, 
there are countless waves of others coming. Simultaneously, however, Latin players who 
succeed or show promise are often set apart from the group, encouraged to separate themselves 
from their communities. I present a telling of Dominican major leaguer Miguel Tejada’s early 
career as an example of the dominant narrative. I then read the film Sugar (2008) as an 
intervention into this history, imagining other outcomes for those who are caught up in the 
academy system.   
While the academy system tends to put very recent history at the forefront, there are 
older, lesser-discussed histories that have, nonetheless, had forgotten impacts on current realities 
and ideas concerning Latin America-U.S. baseball relations. One such moment in history was 
1946, when the Mexican League’s “golden season” threatened the hegemony of MLB. A reading 
of Mark Winegardner’s 1996 novel The Veracruz Blues gives insight to how the Mexican 
League has functioned in the U.S.’s collective imaginary.  I examine the complex clash of 
cultures, desires, and motivations played out in Mexican baseball—as dramatized by the novel—
illustrating the long transnational history of U.S. baseball and highlighting the possibilities 
embedded in the Mexican League’s version of egalitarian baseball. Revisiting this history 
foregrounds the nearly constant participation of Latinos as well as the crucial ways in which 
                                                 





Mexican baseball spurred social change in the U.S. As baseball historian Peter C. Bjarkman 
writes,  
baseball’s lineage is anything but entirely red, white, and blue [….] An overview of 
baseball’s origins throughout the Western Hemisphere indicates that ballplaying on 
American soil (that is, the mainland United States) was never all that far ahead of the 
game’s evolution in other nations of the region. Canada and Cuba seem to share almost 
equally in the game’s earliest history and prehistory.174  
 
Placing the focus on Mexican baseball troubles baseball’s long-favored origin story of a sport 
founded and nurtured to maturity in the U.S. and used as an instrument of U.S. imperialism.  
After this discussion of baseball in Mexico, I examine the cultural work performed by 
perceptions of Mexican superstar Fernando Valenzuela, who rose to prominence with the Los 
Angeles Dodgers in 1981. Valenzuela’s emergence prompts meditations on the complicated 
history of baseball in the western U.S.—Los Angeles specifically—particularly how baseball 
participates in and reinforces U.S. colonialism through westward expansion.  
No “I” in Team 
Current popular consciousness of Latino players tends to revolve around the influx of 
these players—particularly those from the Dominican Republic—in recent history. One way this 
has manifested itself is the proliferation of academies, which began in the late 1970s with the 
Toronto Blue Jays and Los Angeles Dodgers opening centers that were to “locate, sign, and 
begin to refine talent within the Dominican Republic for further development in North 
America.”175 These academies created opportunity for countless young Dominican men, but they 
also “tapped into the fertile baseball culture that had developed throughout the Dominican 
Republic. Its goal was to turn prospects into major leaguers and to do so as cheaply as 
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possible.”176 Retired MLB player Miguel Tejada presents one well-known example of the type of 
player produced by the academy system. Tejada, who grew up in Baní, Dominican Republic, 
entered the major leagues in 1997 and played 17 seasons with a number of teams. He represents 
the wave of 1990s Latin baseball stars. A 1999 biography about Tejada entitled Away Games: 
The Life and Times of a Latin Baseball Player presents a, by now, well-worn narrative. The 
introduction describes how, at the age of twenty, “As his entire barrio worshiped amid the 
squalor they have always known, Tejada knew he was at a crossroads in his young life: While 
still rooted in a level of Third World poverty that has no equal in the United Sates, Tejada had 
nonetheless become a vessel of hope for the hopeless gathered before him in their Sunday 
best.”177 Such prose clearly others the Dominican Republic, as no American can truly understand 
how abject the nation, as a whole, is. It also places Tejada squarely in his community while 
putting the spotlight on him as an individual who will take responsibility (it is unclear whether 
this is voluntary or not) for his entire community on an emotional and spiritual level, but also 
monetarily. The authors characterize Tejada as “A former shoeshine boy who used to beg for 
spare change in his bare feet, whose only real education was an education of hunger [his] 
baseball skills had moved him within a heartbeat of buying his family out of economic 
misery.”178 The best-case scenario here is a rags-to-riches narrative, reminiscent of how many 
observers discussed Jackie Robinson and the Horatio Alger-like quality of his story (tellingly, 
there is a chapter in Tejada’s biography entitled “Following Jackie’s Lead”).  
While Tejada’s story contains a fair amount of struggle, like difficulty learning English 
and trouble getting playing time, it ends triumphantly. As spring training gets underway in 1998, 
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Tejada’s “play at short[stop] was solid. He was refining his game and the press was noticing 
[….] By the middle of spring training he was leading the team in RBI [runs batted in] and batting 
over .300.”179 He “achieved his dream,” which included playing well, but he also “lived in a 
luxury apartment complex near the Oakland Coliseum. He bought a fancy sports car. He took a 
mountain of baseball cleats and clothes back to Enrique Soto180 and his family [….] his life is a 
victory. He had gotten out of Los Barrancones and has a bright, limitless future ahead of him.”181 
Success means not just outstanding play, but monetary security (even excess) for both the player 
and those around him.  
The authors place Tejada squarely in a cohort of other Latin players. As Tejada grew 
more successful, he was “riding a wave of Latin players growing stronger since the 1997 World 
Series when, for the first time, Spanish-speaking men were the key to a World 
Championship.”182 Tejada is an exceptional individual while also being part of a larger tradition. 
His story, as well as that of other Latin players, gets told through the lens of merit and hard work, 
yet it shows itself to be about economic necessity, the supply and demand of labor, and imperial 
hierarchies. Bretón and Villegas describe the world of U.S.-Latin American baseball as a “story 
of capitalism and cutthroat competition. It is a story in which opportunity is held out like a 
lottery ticket that most impoverished Latin kids will never cash in.”183 Much discussion around 
Latin players remains “fueled by the feeling” that they “should feel fortunate just to be in the 
United States, no matter what the circumstances. And in fact they are grateful, while thousands 
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of Latinos would give anything to be like them.” To explain this phenomenon, they quote 
legendary Dominican baseball player Felipe Alou: “Baseball is a 100 percent capitalist business, 
and as with all businesses, when there is room for exploitation there will be exploitation.”184 
While merit plays a part, economics drive the system. This emphasis on economic exchange is 
“reminiscent of the ways in which nearby sugar refineries operate in that raw materials are 
obtained cheaply, locally refined (at a reduced cost), and shipped abroad,”185 which reinforces 
the colonial relationship between U.S. baseball and the Dominican Republic. 
The 2008 film Sugar (written and directed by Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck) dramatizes 
and complicates the academy system, telling the fictional tale of 19 year old Dominican prospect 
Miguel “Sugar” Santos and his foray into baseball in the U.S. When the audience first meets 
Sugar, he is attending the Kansas City Knights Professional Baseball Academy in Boca Chica in 
the Dominican Republic. He lives at the academy during the week, where he hones his pitching 
skills and learns rudimentary English—mostly revolving around baseball (“Line drive,” “ground 
out,” “home run”).186 Tellingly, however, the instructor also teaches the phrases “I want to give 
you chance” [sic], “it’s up to you,” “thank you,” and “I’ll do my best,” gesturing towards 
Miguel’s situation (as well as that of his fellow Dominican prospects), encouraging them to be 
appreciative for the opportunity they have been given. For these young men, the academy offers 
their best chance of monetary success, a way to provide for their extended families while also 
reaping the benefits of wealth and stardom for themselves—Miguel tells his girlfriend that the 
first thing he plans to do when he makes it to the U.S. is buy a Cadillac, a well-known status 
symbol. This echoes a common immigrant narrative, one in which the new arrival begins life in 
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the U.S. with nothing and is able to gain stability and wealth through diligence. The non-baseball 
English phrases also foreground the expectations placed on the prospects: hard work and 
gratitude.  
Throughout the film, the importance of these qualities is repeated. When Santos and a 
few of his teammates get drunk the night before a game, his coach tells him “Nobody’s going to 
take this shit from a pair of Dominican rookies when you get to the U.S.”187 On the eve of his 
departure for spring training in Arizona, Miguel’s mentor tells him, “Remember: life gives you 
lots of opportunities. Baseball only gives you one.”188 Again and again, it is clear that Dominican 
baseball players who wish to make it in the major leagues must focus almost single-mindedly on 
baseball in order to succeed and be appreciative of the opportunities given to them. Individual 
success is foregrounded, without much attention paid to community—it is an isolating 
experience.  
Ultimately, however, Sugar questions such demands and goals. As one reviewer writes, 
“For more than half its running time the film seems to be following the narrative structure of a 
standard sports story, unfolding through the triumphs and reversals of a single, fateful season” 
but in its conclusion “walks away from clichés about the thrill of victory or the agony of defeat, 
preferring to contemplate the satisfactions and frustrations that lie in between.”189 During his 
time with the Knights’ Single A team, the Bridgetown Swing, Miguel becomes increasingly 
isolated and disillusioned with professional baseball. When his teammate and fellow Dominican 
Jorge gets cut by the team, Miguel tells his girlfriend of his frustration, insisting that the team 
“owe[s] [Jorge] something, another chance. He’s worked too hard [….] He’s not a horse.”   
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In light of all of these pressures and his mounting dissatisfaction, Miguel chooses to leave 
the team. He does not tell anyone, but simply walks away as the team readies to leave for a road 
trip. This reinforces his isolation; he feels no real connection to anyone with the team190 and so 
can go out on his own. On the face of it, his flight seems like failure to outside observers, a way 
to arrest his downward spiral of decreasing pitch velocity and injury. Miguel, however, appears 
to find no real joy, gratification, or self-actualization in professional baseball. His refusal to 
conform to this system illustrates a willingness to imagine other ways of achieving the promise 
of baseball. Upon moving to New York, he speaks to his mother on the phone and she asks him 
why he gave up. Miguel replies, “I didn’t give up. I’m starting something new here.”  
While in New York, Miguel settles into a routine of working in a diner during the day 
and spending his evenings in a carpenter’s shop building a table for his mother. He reconnects 
with his friend Jorge, who tells Miguel of the recreational baseball league he plays in: “They got 
all kinds in this league. Fat cats in their 40s, kids like you and me. Dominicans, Puerto Ricans, 
even some white boys.” The film ends by showing part of a game in this league, played at 
Roberto Clemente Ballfield in Brooklyn. Jorge introduces Miguel to other players, many of 
whom spent some time in MLB. The scene includes close-ups of these men as they name the 
major league teams they all had brief stints with. The short snippet we see of the game has a 
completely different feel than previous scenes in which Miguel played baseball, pitching for the 
Bridgetown Swing. The Bridgetown scenes are mostly silent. Those there to support Miguel, his 
white host family Mr. and Mrs. Higgins, rarely smile or offer encouragement from the stands. 
                                                 
190 He does connect, on some level, with a black American teammate named Brad, played by actor André Holland 
(who, incidentally, also played sportswriter Wendell Smith in 42). Brad uses some limited Spanish (but mostly 
English) to talk with Miguel. They discuss Puerto Rican superstar Roberto Clemente, as Miguel is only familiar with 
current baseball players, like Dominican second baseman Robinson Cano. When he is called up to the majors, Brad 





During the last game, Latin music plays in the background, and his new support system—the 
Puerto Rican carpenter who lets Miguel work in his studio and who, along with his wife, has 
taken Miguel into his home—smile, nod, and give a thumbs-up sign from their seats. Overall, the 
last scene gives a warmer, more communal feel; the colors are brighter, the field is in a public 
park under a bright sun rather than a corporate stadium under artificial lights.  
After striking out a batter to end the inning, Miguel returns to the bench, where the lens 
focuses on him as he stares into the distance, thinking (see Fig. 4). His thoughts, however, are 
difficult to read. Is he contemplating what he has lost, is he looking toward the future, or is it a 
mix of both? His momentary pensiveness passes, and he turns to his new teammates with a smile 
on his face (see Fig. 5).  
No matter his mixed emotions, it seems that he has now found some kind of community; 
one that is not built on competition and exploitation.  Overall, the film uses baseball “as the 
means to raise questions about the relationship between the individual and the team, about the 
ongoing contribution to that collective effort as individuals age and their circumstances 
change.”191 The film, however, is more than just a meditation on the tensions between self and 
group. It uses this conflict to resist MLB’s imperial version of baseball, offering an alternative 
goes against the dominant narrative. As the film ends, Miguel laughs and talks with his 
teammates; the soundtrack for this action is Moby’s song “In This World,” which contains the 
lyric, “Lordy don’t leave me all by myself.” It seems that Miguel has not been left alone; instead 
of an exploitative system that views Dominican players as raw material to be used up, Miguel 
has found a space that privileges leisure and community while still respecting the individual. 
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Baseball South of the Border 
While baseball in Latin American countries—specifically the Caribbean—like Cuba and 
the Dominican Republic (and to a certain extent, Venezuela) has received ample attention, the 
same cannot be said for Mexico. The history of baseball in Mexico has been overshadowed by 
the more recent popularity of the game in these other nations. This is due, in part, to labor trends 
in MLB. The league has established academies in the Dominican Republic and Venezuela, which 
allows teams to accumulate large numbers of young prospects from these countries. Conversely, 
“Mexicans are recruited in smaller numbers because Mexican officials insist on market value for 
their players, killing the interest of many big league executives.”192 Other Latin American 
countries with established academy systems allow teams to cheaply sign players, yet this is not 
the case in Mexico. The lack of financial stakes in Mexico—in terms of both money and 
personnel—results in a minimizing of the region and the histories surrounding U.S.-Mexico 
baseball relations. The relative dearth of attention paid to Mexican baseball speaks to the deep 
investment in maintaining the dominant narrative. In part, it allows for the perpetuation of a 
system that puts the U.S. in a position of imperial authority, dictating what happens to Latin 
players.  
This is part of a larger trend, which sees Latino participation in American baseball as 
something new. As Adrian Burgos argues,  
understanding of the history of Latino participation remains limited, too often suffering 
from a myopic view of the Latino past in America’s game. The marketing and even self-
representations of Latino players consistently reinvent the Latino invasion, boom, 
explosion, or wave. This presentation of Latino history elides the connections between 
the current generation of Latino players and earlier generations.193  
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This is exemplified, for example in Sugar. Although he is a Latin baseball player, Miguel needs 
to be told about Roberto Clemente and Vic Power (a black Puerto Rican who played in MLB in 
the 1950s and ’60s). He is conversant with current baseball, but has been disconnected from the 
long history of Latin American baseball. The disconnect referenced by Burgos is even more 
pronounced when it comes to Mexican baseball. One of the reasons is the status of the Mexican 
League as a AAA minor league. This status means that American major league teams must 
negotiate with Mexican teams to sign players; they cannot—as they do in places like the 
Dominican Republic—sign a multitude of young men without a great deal of oversight. This 
affords the Mexican League a modicum of independence, since it does not answer directly to 
MLB but still is technically part of the system (additionally, Mexican League teams, unlike other 
AAA leagues—the International League and the Pacific Coast League—are not affiliated with 
MLB teams). Examining the Mexican League and its interactions with U.S. baseball gives 
insight into possible alternatives to the current state of affairs, where MLB acts as the metropole 
and Latin America as baseball colonies. The Mexican League’s independence resists this top-
down structure.  
This situation can be traced, in part, to the so-called “raids” perpetrated by Jorge Pasquel, 
president of the Mexican League, in the 1940s. Pasquel was born in Veracruz, Mexico in 1907. 
He and his five brothers owned a lucrative cigar factory, and were all heavily involved in the 
Mexican League in the 1940s. Pasquel, who has been described as “charismatic, dapper, 
dynamic, eccentric, and wealthy,”194 bought the Veracruz Blues baseball team in 1940, and 
eventually became league president in 1946. He and his brothers were known for being shrewd 
businessmen; in addition to the cigar factory, they “dabbl[ed] in banks, ranches, real estate, oil 
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drilling, and steamship lines. They also were involved in handling large quantities of liquor, 
cigarettes, and cigars through the business ventures. The Pasquels became Mexican agents for 
General Motors, and controlled most of the General Motors cars that came into Mexico.”195 The 
whole family was wealthy and powerful, and Jorge especially so. In addition to his other 
pursuits, he was also a customs agent. He was also known for being a sharp dresser and having a 
hot temper: “On February 24, 1943, the gun-toting Pasquel shot and killed a customs agent in a 
pistol duel. It was later determined that he had acted in self-defense.”196 Suffice it to say, Jorge 
Pasquel was used to getting his way. He brought this attitude to how he ran the Mexican League. 
U.S. newspapers from this period carried information about the Mexican League’s 
“interference” with major league players, frequently employing culturally loaded language when 
doing so. For example, an article from the April 2, 1946 issue of the Toledo Blade carries the 
headline “Pesky Pasquel Brothers Continue Their Raids On Organized Baseball.” The article 
opens, “The big leagues’ low-salary clubs were suffering from an acute case of ‘peso pains’ 
today, knowing that the Pasquel Brothers of the Mexican Baseball League still have a kitty of 
$10,000,000 to spend on American baseball raids.”197 It continues using imagery evoking 
Mexican aggression, asserting that “the Mexican millionaires—in best Pancho Villa tradition—
raided the folds of such low paying clubs as the Browns, Dodgers and Giants.”198 This evokes 
visions of the Mexican outlaw one might see in a Western, playing into the long history of 
perceived threats from the south. In referencing Pancho Villa, the article participates in framing 
the Mexican League as illegitimate, destabilizing U.S. baseball through guerilla forays into 
MLB. Unintentionally, I would argue, the article also evokes Villa’s revolutionary cause and his 
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fight against U.S. influence in Mexico. Like Villa, Pasquel sought to liberate Mexican baseball 
from U.S. baseball’s grip. The Mexican League was branded an “outlaw,” while the U.S.’ 
American and National Leagues were “organized baseball.” Commissioner A.B. “Happy” 
Chandler “tacitly recognize[ed] the player raids of the outlaw Mexican League on Organized 
Baseball, [and] issued a flat and vigorous directive to all players who have jumped contracts, 
commanding them to return to their teams by the opening day of the 1946 season or be banished 
for at least five years.”199 
These protestations from U.S. ball clubs were concerned about money and possession; 
The Mexican League of the 1930s and ’40s was a bastion of intercultural baseball and 1946 was 
its most successful year—at least in terms of finances and notoriety. Pasquel viewed his league 
as being at the forefront of integration, signing a number of black Americans to the team he 
owned, the Veracruz Blues, and encouraging other teams to do the same. Beginning in the 1930s, 
“the Mexican League mounted player raids that challenged the hold the Negro and major leagues 
had on the sport’s top talent.”200 While the Brooklyn Dodgers would sign Jackie Robinson in 
1946 and he would make his debut the next year, Mexican baseball had been integrated since at 
least 1936 (see Fig. 6). Hall of famer Monte Irvin201 reflected on his time playing in Mexico and 
what it meant for his fellow black Americans:  
I had my best season in baseball and I was on my honeymoon. It was terrific. Also—and 
I want to emphasize this—it was the first time in my life that I felt free. We could go 
anywhere we wanted, eat anywhere we wanted, do anything we wanted and not have to 
worry about anything. We just had a wonderful time and I owe that experience to Jorge 
Pasquel.202 
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The poster advertising the Negro League Baseball Museum (NLBM) gestures towards the fact 
that the Mexican League provided a real alternative to the opportunities offered them in the U.S. 
There, black Americans who wanted to play professionally were restricted to the Negro Leagues. 
Despite black professional baseball’s positive aspects, some of which have been discussed in 
Chapter Two, there were also drawbacks. Traveling and playing conditions were subpar, as 
teams had trouble finding hotels due to Jim Crow, and players often slept on team buses. Many 
ballfields were rundown, as well. But in the Mexican League,  
What Jorge Pasquel did for black players—American and Cuban alike—was show them 
that they could aspire to the same lifestyle as major league players. They, too, could stay 
at first-class hotels, dine in the best restaurants, obtain good educations for their children, 
be recognized for their athletic ability and be idolized by fans. Except this wasn’t 
happening in their own countries.203 
 
The “Respect, Freedom and Democracy” the NLBM poster references was unattainable in the 
U.S., but readily available in Mexican baseball. 
A further inspection of Mexican baseball history reveals deeper imperial roots. Some 
scholars have written of the search for baseball’s origins in Mexico, but the results have been 
inconclusive. One origin story has mythical father of baseball Abner Doubleday introducing the 
sport to Mexico: “No one should be surprised to learn that Abner Doubleday’s ghost lurks in 
every Mexican outfield; common knowledge explained that not only had he invented the game in 
the United States but he also had personally introduced it south of the border.”204 The Doubleday 
Myth crops up again here, extending even to Mexico; it then functions as an extension of U.S. 
baseball’s imperial bent. If Doubleday did introduce baseball to Mexico, it would have to have 
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taken place during the Mexican-American War, as he served as a supply officer and fought in 
several battles, including the Battle of Monterey in 1846.205 Even though this is a myth, its very 
existence reinforces the accepted narrative that baseball had its origins in the U.S., which then 
exported it elsewhere. Contrary to official narratives about how baseball was introduced to and 
spread across Mexico, which often present a U.S.-Mexico trajectory, “baseball was introduced in 
several places in Mexico and not just by Americans [….] For the longest time, Mexico’s baseball 
connection was not with the United States but Cuba.”206 This fundamentally alters how we think 
about baseball’s formation in Mexico. José M. Alamillo writes that “From its inception, Mexican 
baseball was a transnational phenomenon, straddling both sides of the border to entertain 
spectator crowds who filled the stands to cheer for their favorite team.”207 Mexican baseball—
especially that promoted by Pasquel—is reminiscent of how Hazel Carby has described C.L.R. 
James’s work on cricket. Carby writes that James used “the story of cricket for revealing the 
social passions and desires of the people because, although the game had been introduced into 
Trinidad by the colonizers, it was subsequently claimed and transformed by the colonized. In this 
process the history embedded in the cultural form changed.”208 The story of baseball in Mexico 
similarly provides an opportunity to reshape our understandings of the past, as well as our 
investments in it.  
After the furor the Mexican League caused in the 1940s, attention died down. However, 
its influence continued to be felt. In his article on the Mexican League’s 1946 season, Alan Klein 
asserts that  
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Pasquel was able to secure his goal by successfully molding nationalism with anti-
imperialism. He did so because the print media on both sides of the border were willing 
to promote his interests and his personality rather than divide along simple nationalist 
lines. Pasquel was eventually successful in getting the Mexican League official 
recognition as an AAA minor league affiliate. The role of the “Baseball War of 1946” 
played a significant role in this, as no other international baseball league enjoys this 
status.209 
 
Viewing the Mexican League’s status as a minor league affiliate as a success, however, fails to 
get at the heart of Pasquel’s desires for Mexican baseball. Rather, it would be more productive to 
interrogate Pasquel’s bid for national and global change. While his motives were not always 
clear and he dropped from the international spotlight soon after the 1946 season—he died only a 
few years later in a 1955 plane crash—it is fairly clear that he did not simply want to be part of 
the U.S.’s major leagues, but an independent, autonomous league. “When the World Baseball 
Classic was inaugurated in 2006 by major league baseball and the players association, those who 
remember Jorge Pasquel said this was exactly the type of championship tournament he had 
visualized when he became involved in baseball.”210  
Mike Winegardner’s novel The Veracruz Blues (1996) dramatizes the Mexican League’s 
1946 season. The novel follows several characters who had some affiliation or contact with the 
Mexican League in that year. It is framed as a series of interviews with Frank Bullinger, Jr., a 
white American journalist, who covered the league’s so-called golden season. Those interviewed 
(all versions of real people) include Theolic “Fireball” Smith, a Negro leaguer; Danny Gardella, 
a white major leaguer; María Félix, Mexican film star; and Roberto Ortiz, a Cuban who played 
for the Washington Senators—a major league team—before jumping to the Mexican League. 
Through these interviews, Bullinger recreates the events of the season, beginning with the 
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recruitment of players Smith, Gardella, and Ortiz to the Mexican League. While the season 
begins with some promise, things eventually devolve into chaos and controversy, ending in the 
failure of the league’s bid to meaningfully rival the U.S.’s major leagues. As one scholar points 
out, throughout its plot, the novel “uses baseball to comment profoundly on the blurred line 
between fact and fiction, the creation of cultural memory, and, perhaps most poignantly, the 
oppressive and sometimes imperialistic nature of American culture.”211  
The novel offers a critique of U.S. baseball’s imperial ambitions, using the idea of the 
team to rework formations of empire and expansion. While the novel’s events are based in 
reality—the author’s note states that “the on-field baseball stories here are as accurate as I could 
make them”212—the novel is more concerned with the feel of that landmark season. Winegardner 
also notes that his “‘real’ characters aren’t real. In fact, it is [his] expressed, written intent that 
they be seen as no more or less real than the figments of a vivid dream” (ibid.) The “dream” in 
this case, involves a number of perspectives, illustrating the slippery nature of history and how it 
is constructed by a multiplicity of voices. In his study on baseball literature, Timothy Morris 
argues that baseball novels tend to use the unit of the baseball team to address one of the central 
issues of American literature: “finding a center that comprehends varieties, the problem of e 
pluribus unim.”213 He goes on to assert that the team “provides a metaphor for solutions to this 
tendentiously conceived American problem.” In The Veracruz Blues, this search for a center is 
diffused. The novel does not have a typical narrator; as mentioned before, it is ostensibly a story 
told by Bullinger. He introduces and closes the novel, but much of action is related by other key 
characters; this lack of center suggests the lack of a need for a center at all. The number of voices 
                                                 
211 Criniti, Steve. “Baseball Is America: The Game of Imperialism in Mark Winegardner’s The Veracruz Blues.” 
Critique, vol. 47, no. 4, 2006, p. 391.  
212 Winegardner. The Veracruz Blues. Viking, 1996, n.p. Subsequently cited parenthetically.  





contributing to constructing this story—not just the characters listed above, but a number of 
others who appear in stories told by other characters—makes plain the instability and fractured 
nature of history.  
This preoccupation with reworking history underpins the very character of Bullinger. He 
seems to be partially based on St. Louis sportswriter Raymond Gillespie. Gillespie was one of 
the defendants—along with Jorge Pasquel and his brother Bernardo, among several others—in a 
suit brought by the Brooklyn Dodgers “for an injunction to prevent player raids by the Mexican 
League.”214 The Dodgers alleged that, working for the Pasquels, Gillespie attempted to “induce 
Brooklyn players to break their contracts and join the Mexican League.”215 The judge, however, 
rejected this charge, saying, “Exclusive stories on [sic] conflict between Mexican and U.S. 
Organized Baseball resulting from players going from the latter to the former were of value to 
Gillespie. It raised his prestige as a reporter and his hopes for a bonus from The Star-Times.”216 
Essentially, in the Mexican League, Gillespie saw an opportunity to better his own situation. In 
The Veracruz Blues, Gillespie’s counterpart similarly takes advantage of what the Mexican 
League has to offer. He describes himself as a “liar and an observer [….] I dreamt of writing the 
Great American Novel, became the youngest and most lost member of the Lost Generation, and 
wound up making my adult living as a reporter” (2). He is dissatisfied with his job and personal 
life, and the move to Mexico gives Bullinger the opportunity to rebuild his life, as he realizes 
that he is floundering in the U.S. Although he agrees to go to Mexico for monetary gain, he soon 
comes to see it as a new start in the tradition of frontier as rebirth.   
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Underlying this personal struggle is both a nationalist and imperial mindset. In 
Bullinger’s flight to Mexico, we see a version of an enduring aspect of American culture: the 
border. In the clash and mix of cultures at the border the Mexican League provides, Bullinger 
finds the space to recreate himself, and—at first—he also sees a possibility of spreading U.S. 
ideals and influence further afield. He remarks that in 1946, “most Americans tried, like all the 
king’s horses and all the king’s men, to put 1941 together again. It couldn’t happen [….] In time, 
American life would, in sync with its national pastime, reimagine itself and move forward. But 
from where I sat—a hard chair at the end of the press box—it was a long time coming” (2). 
Bullinger’s hopes for a postwar return to “normalcy” have no traction in the U.S. For him, 
whatever rebuilding to be done has to happen elsewhere. He pens a column—a scathing 
indictment of U.S. baseball’s claims to equality: “America, a country which so deplored the 
racism of Nazi Germany that it sent thousands of its sons there to die, is itself a country which, 
on every front, endorses the idea of a master race. As long as Negroes are excluded from the 
Major Leagues, maybe those leagues should more properly be called the Master Race Leagues” 
(96). He asserts that baseball’s e pluribus unim, the real land of opportunity, can be found in 
Mexico, writing that “Mexico, not America, is the land of supply and demand. America, not 
Mexico, is the land of outlaw baseball” (97). The article is, at first, somewhat flippant, but its 
sentiments become reality for Bullinger.  
Bullinger’s appraisal of Mexico as the heir to the U.S.’s reign as the land of fair play, 
equality, and opportunity still privileges the U.S., since it remains the original source of baseball 
and its aforementioned ideals. But the novel complicates this, illustrating that the Mexican 
League was always imagined as a multicultural haven. Theolic Smith tells Bullinger that the 





ball in Mexico six years before the white boys got there, before newspaper fellas like yourself 
made a fuss. It’s like jazz. We had jazz for forty years before white big bands came along” (17). 
Smith’s musings zero in on the appropriative nature of white American culture. Connecting this 
to its claims on baseball makes clear the colonial impulse to claim the pastimes of others—and, 
of course, territory—of others for themselves.  
One example of an alternative to U.S. baseball’s colonialism in the novel lies in Smith’s 
learning of Native ball games. Smith, while on an outing to the pyramids outside of Mexico City, 
is shown a court. Inés, the woman he is with, tells him that “an ancient form of basketball” was 
played on courts like this one (145). This comes as a shock to Smith, who thinks, “Supposedly, 
basketball was invented by a white man in Massachusetts. Like most things, when you learn the 
truth about history, you find out it really came from brown people” (ibid.). Inés explains the 
importance of these games, telling him that “the teams on these ball courts knocked a rubber ball 
around the court with their hips and legs and elbows, tryin [sic] to get it through a stone hoop on 
one wall [….] the refs were priests, and the games had some kind of mystical religious 
significance. Afterward, one team got their head chopped off” (ibid.). Inés is most likely 
referencing pelota mixteca, “a game that originated in the state of Oaxaca in southern Mexico. 
The game was and is mainly played by Mixtecs and Zapotecs, but also by members of the 
mestizo community and other Indigenous peoples.”217 In her estimation, this game is an example 
of how “participating in death was a creative act. Even to the modern Mexican,” she says, 
“especially men, violent death has a kind of nobility, even a kind of poetry” (ibid.).  Inés 
privileges this ancient ballgame over the American import, as she believes it represents a 
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Mexican mindset. At the same time, her outlook speaks to Smith. He first acts incredulously after 
hearing about the game, but soon feels some kind of kinship with it. “No different from my day, 
no different from today,” he says, “with the players playin [sic] for money, stickin [sic] our 
necks out, so to speak, while the fans watch and someone else gets the lasting benefits” (164). In 
embracing an older form of a ballgame, Inés “expresses pride in her own culture. In doing so, she 
resists the influence of American corporate capitalism and is able to communicate on a 
meaningful level with Smith.”218  
It is this colonial impulse that Mexican League owner Jorge Pasquel fights against. His 
vision for the league is to make it more egalitarian, but it does not exactly align with the U.S. 
ideal. The fictional Pasquel tells one player, “Ours will be baseball of first-class caliber, open to 
men of all races, with our concern being only how well a man plays the game” (25). His vision is 
an explicit challenge to the U.S.’s imperialism—baseball and otherwise. He tells his mistress, 
María Félix, his goals for his league: 
I will make our baseball as good as anyone’s I will employ men of all races—including 
American whites—and show the world a true mestizo baseball, never before seen 
anywhere [….] I will parcel out players so that each team is of equal talent. My league 
will be an egalitarian symbol of the new Mexico […] a symbol that will ring throughout 
the world when we defeat the American baseball champion in a true World Series! (158).  
 
This league, as Pasquel sees it, will be integrated in the truest sense of the word, combining the 
descendants of multiple nation’s baseball heritages. Additionally, it will be egalitarian, 
eschewing the capitalist competition on which MLB is built. It is only these characteristics that 
will allow for the growth of the Mexican League and its eventual triumph over MLB’s imperial 
desires. He admits that this a utopian vision, ending his speech by imploring Félix to “imagine” 
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(ibid). Despite an acknowledgement that his project will take time and effort, Pasquel remains 
committed to making it happen. 
Tellingly, the foundation for the fictional Pasquel’s opposition lies in a real event in the 
history of the U.S.’s aggression toward Mexico: the 1914 invasion of Veracruz. According to 
historian Enrique Krauze, “President Woodrow Wilson’s stated intention was to block a 
shipment of arms from Germany to the Mexican dictator Victoriano Huerta. But the citizens of 
Veracruz did not passively accept the invasion of their city, already caught up in the Mexican 
Revolution.”219 In an attempt to guard its own borders, the U.S. flexed its imperial muscle, 
provoking a renewed strain of anti-American feeling and activism.220 The real Pasquel lived 
through this invasion when he was just seven years old. In the novel, the bombing happens on his 
birthday, leaving long-lasting consequences. He stops celebrating his birthday, but more 
importantly, it spurs him to combat U.S. imperialism. He tells of how, for days after his planned 
birthday party, “as my four hundred slaughtered countrymen were mourned and buried, as the 
Americans declared martial law and illegally occupied my hometown, were confined to the 
estate. My birthday was never observed” (150). When he finally emerges from the house, he 
surveys the ruins of his lavish celebration: 
On my head was my New York baseball cap. The forgotten hot dogs at the ball diamond 
had turned rancid. The peanut roaster had caught fire and burned down the bleachers. I 
stood at home plate alone and tossed a new white baseball into the air. I wanted to hit is 
so hard it would go sailing out of our estate, over the city, and onto the deck of an 
American gunship, killing the captain [….] Only then did I see the irony of my Yankees 
cap. But I did not take off the cap and burn it. I did not switch my allegiance to another 
team. At that moment I became a man—a seven-year-old man, but a man nonetheless—
who learned to despise American authority without forfeiting his love for American 
culture. (150-1) 
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In Pasquel’s premature aging, we see the opposite of U.S. baseball fantasy. Instead of aiding in a 
retreat to some kind of pristine past, baseball creates a bridge to an unknown future, one filled 
with a multitude of possibilities—most importantly the possibility of decolonization and the 
rejection of imperialism. It also highlights the complexities surrounding different forms of U.S. 
empire. Hot dogs and peanuts—symbols of U.S. baseball culture—have been destroyed (and, in 
turn, created more destruction). But this causes Pasquel to differentiate between the U.S.’s 
violent intervention and its gentler cultural component. He longs to strike out at the U.S.’s 
military machine, but he chooses to do so by adopting and adapting the nation’s national game.  
Despite Pasquel’s best intentions, the Mexican League does not succeed—at least, not in 
the usual sense.  Criniti asserts that Pasquel and his league “rise from rags to riches only to use 
those riches to establish in the Mexican Baseball League the same plutocracy that existed in the 
American Major Leagues.”221 He further argues that, throughout the novel, “Baseball serves an 
imperializing function by imposing through the medium of Jorge Pasquel, American cultural 
values, American democracy, American ballplayers, and American arrogance […] onto a 
seemingly weaker, easy-to-dominate culture.”222 It is clear that Pasquel is increasingly seduced 
by American values, but the Mexican League’s plutocracy is not of the same caliber as MLB’s. 
MLB claimed to be the great American equalizer but was, in reality, built on a foundation of 
exclusion. The Mexican League, on the other hand, begins with the attempt at equality. The 
novel also gestures towards celebrating other ways of being. As Bullinger looks back on the 
1946 season, he remarks that he once believed he “was special: an American boy whose dreams 
had a divine right to come true […] I wanted this story to be about people you have never heard 
of, who had the same exact dreams and got partway there. That’s not nothing. It is, I now 
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believe, everything” (249, 250). Bullinger ends by privileging the act of trying, the commitment 
to escaping overly prescribed American ideals. Like Peter Schilling, Jr.’s The End of Baseball, 
The Veracruz Blues leaves space to rewrite the official narrative. It does not provide a full-
fledged counter narrative, it does suggest the possibility of a one in the future.   
Fernandomania, Chavez Ravine, and Broken Promises 
Even though the Mexican League failed to become the global success Jorge Pasquel 
envisioned, the Mexican influence on U.S. baseball endured. One of the most visible examples of 
this in the late 20th century was the popularity of the Los Angeles Dodgers’ pitcher Fernando 
Valenzuela. As Samuel O. Regalado has written,  
the attention directed toward Valenzuela was a watershed in the history of Latins in 
America’s nation sport. Although prior to 1981 Latins had never received such 
nationwide acclaim, Fernando Valenzuela was nonetheless simply the most celebrated 
representative of a distinguished group of athletes who have helped shape major leagues 
baseball and American culture.223  
 
As I will discuss below, Valenzuela’s popularity appeared to right a number of wrongs the 
Dodgers, as an organization, had perpetrated against Los Angeles’ Mexican and Mexican 
American population, psychically healing damage caused in the past. First, however, one must 
understand Los Angeles as contested ground.  
The triumphant notes around Valenzuela have their roots in the complicated history of 
baseball in Los Angeles. When he appeared in 1981, it offered a chance for the team to court 
Mexican and Mexican American fans. For many in the area, the Dodgers had alienated them by 
building their stadium on the former site of a long-standing and close-knit Mexican American 
community. In the 1950s, Brooklyn Dodgers’ co-owner and president Walter O’Malley began a 
campaign to find land on which to build a new stadium. Such an accomplishment would boost 
                                                 






revenues and raise the team’s prestige—despite its successes, it continued to suffer in 
comparison to either the New York Yankees or Giants. Due, in part, to political complications, 
building a new stadium became less and less of a possibility. A 1957 column written by 
legendary sportswriter Walter Wellesley (Red) Smith referred to the issue as a “mountain of 
civic government” that forced O’Malley’s hand. If the city could not find land on which the team 
could build a new stadium in Brooklyn, why not move the team completely out of the five 
boroughs? In the words of Smith, “If you’ve got to quit the old neighborhood and start 
cultivating an almost entirely new public, it seems far more sensible to do it in Los Angeles 
where the fans are starving for your product [….] Either fast, constructive action in Brooklyn 
proper, or the irrevocable more westward.”224 O’Malley saw how well the Boston Braves did in 
moving to Milwaukee, as the team “led the major leagues in attendance every year from 1953 to 
1957, outdrawing even the Yankees despite playing in a ballpark with almost 25,000 fewer seats. 
During that period, the Braves attracted almost twice the number of home fans as the 
Dodgers.”225 This prompted him to believe that moving the Dodgers westward seemed like a real 
possibility.  
The move to the west coast presented a new frontier, of sorts, for Major League Baseball. 
The desire to move westward may have stemmed from financial motivations, but, more than that, 
the escape from eastern, crowded spaces is reminiscent of frontier as rebirth, much like Frank 
Bullinger, Jr. in The Veracruz Blues. Baseball’s future depends on creating finding space to 
grow, implicating baseball—both symbolically and materially—in the U.S.’s technologies of 
empire. The lure of Los Angeles is indicative of the hope for a future that promised continual 
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renewal. Historian William Deverell writes that “Los Angeles has been the city of the future for 
a long time [….] Indeed the city seems almost able to bend time, at least in the ways people 
described it and talk about it even today. Los Angeles, they say, forges a relationship between 
the past and the present that makes every tomorrow unnaturally close by.”226 Similarly, baseball 
transcends time; taken together this creates an ahistorical fantasy that unmoors the sport from its 
material reality. 
When O’Malley traveled to Los Angeles in 1957 and began the search for a stadium site, 
he embraced this promise of renewal in the west. When he saw Chavez Ravine on a helicopter 
ride over the city, he knew he wanted the land. At the time, he did not know its history: “for 
almost a hundred years before the Dodgers began playing baseball there in 1962, Chavez Ravine 
was home to one of the largest and most celebrated Mexican American barrios in the American 
Southwest. Some of the settlers who built their homes in the ravine’s rolling hills and meadows 
had lived there since the time of the Mexican Revolution.”227 Despite the thriving community, in 
1950, Chavez Ravine was chosen to be demolished to make room for new public housing. The 
City Housing Authority (CHA) pledged to rehouse the residents “in a single large public housing 
project named Elysian Park Heights [….] The choice of Chavez Ravine was confirmed by a 
Department of Health report, which condemned the Chavez Ravine barrio as ‘the worst slum in 
the city.’”228 For its inhabitants, however, Chavez Ravine was not a slum. Many of the houses 
were indeed dilapidated and there was a general lack of modern facilities—many houses lacked 
indoor toilets and running water. Despite these deficiencies, those who lived there cherished the 
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community, and many families had been there for generations. In order to prepare for the new 
buildings, the residents were evicted, many having to be violently dragged from their homes. 
After demolishing the community, however, new homes were not built. Instead, the city cheaply 
sold the land to the Dodgers for the construction of their new stadium (see Fig. 7). Because of 
this, “When the Dodgers’ stadium was finally completed in 1962, Mexicans, for the most part, 
wouldn’t go. They wouldn’t go to the games. They had this thing of, you know, ‘remember 
Chavez Ravine.’”229 Baseball’s move west, to this particular place, echoes other border 
intrusions perpetrated by the U.S. While MLB once viewed Jorge Pasquel as a guerilla, making 
illegitimate excursions into the U.S., it had no problem extending its borders into other 
territories.    
The emergence of Valenzuela offered a chance to reverse anti-Dodgers feelings brought 
on by the team’s annexation of Chavez Ravine. Regalado comments that Valenzuela became a 
touchstone for Latin American baseball players in the U.S. Despite the fact that there has been a 
long history of players from countries such as Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Venezuela—
to name only a few—Valenzuela came to embody the Latin American experience—both in 
baseball and in the larger imaginary—for many different types of Americans. He writes that “the 
Latin path that led to baseball’s ‘promised land’ was a paradigm of the larger Latin historical 
experience in the United States. By 1981, patterns apparent both in the baseball world and in the 
broader Hispanic universe came together in an explosion called Fernandomania.”230 Valenzuela 
became, and is continued to be portrayed as, a unifier, a figure of Latin strength and pride. 
“Though he never lifted a banner in the name of civil protest, Fernando Valenzuela during the 
early eighties filled [a] vacuum; he was the centerpiece of the Latin community—particularly in 
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the Mexican American enclave. Few personified the battle-cry of César Chávez and his 
followers, ‘sí se puede’ (it can be done) better than Valenzuela. Many Latins identified with his 
humble origins, inability to speak English, and work ethic.”231 An episode of ESPN’s 30 for 30 
documentary series entitled Fernando Nation focuses on Valenzuela as somewhat of a 
supernova. The film begins by presenting several commentators who describe him as “an 
obscure kid from an obscure place,” “a nobody from nowhere,” accompanied by grainy footage 
of a makeshift ballfield in Mexico. This claims real baseball for the U.S. and portrays Valenzuela 
as a mysterious character, one emerging from seemingly unknowable origins. Despite this 
seeming “unknowability,” the film does offer background of Valenzuela’s early years, hewing 
closely to a rags-to-riches story similar to that of Miguel Tejada and other Latin players. 
In the official story of the Dodgers’ move west, the previous inhabitants and the 
circumstances of the team’s land acquisition gets obscured. At the time, it was enough of a 
concern that, after the team moved into Dodger Stadium, O’Malley made it his mission to win 
back Mexican American fans. Much like the Dodgers had been at the forefront of integrating 
African Americans into the MLB, they could now grow the league’s Mexican base. Led by 
O’Malley, the Dodgers believed that “if they could just find one gem from Mexico, they could 
tap into that entire demographic.”232 This search for a Mexican superstar actively sought to 
“correct” the past—not in concrete ways for Los Angeles’ Mexican American population, but to 
bolster the Dodgers’ revenues. While the Dodgers had economic motives, the advent of 
Fernando Valenzuela did indeed heal a psychic wound: 
When you think about the tears and agony that so many Mexican families had to go 
through to leave that beloved neighborhood, and now, a Mexican hero comes to the 
mound on Chavez Ravine. There was a sense of history that, on that same ground where 
                                                 
231 Regalado, p. 188. 





so many Mexican families lost a dream, a Mexican came and placed a stake on a new 
dream.233 
Through Valenzuela, Mexican Americans could reclaim a feeling on ownership over land 
that once belonged to their ancestors.  
Unspoken in all of this discussion is the longer contested history of the land; 
conversations surrounding Chavez Ravine and the Dodgers erase Native presence (see Fig. 8). It 
acknowledges other histories of territorial dispossession and hints at the legacy of U.S. empire. 
The foundation for all of this is settler colonialism, as demonstrated in fantasies like Shoeless 
Joe. The interplay between baseball and the U.S.’s continental and global spread depends upon a 
narrative that privileges recent, non-Native histories. To create meaningful interventions into 



















CHAPTER 4: “BASEBALL IS A GAME WITHOUT LIMITS” 
BASEBALL AND U.S. SETTLER COLONIALISM  
 W.P. Kinsella’s novel Shoeless Joe (1982), along with its film counterpart Field of 
Dreams (1989), as discussed in the introduction, posit the white, baseball-loving landowner as 
the true American. This characterization depends, in large measure, on connecting baseball with 
the European American mastery of territory. Inherent, but mostly unspoken, in this situation is 
the importance of settler colonialism—this is the necessary precondition for both baseball and 
the U.S. to thrive. The novel’s main character, Ray Kinsella, assumes the role of a “native” 
American through his embrace of the settler colonial mandate. This can be seen in his 
meditations on his adopted home state of Iowa. While driving through Iowa City, Ray admires 
the “Shady streets, very old white frame houses, porch swings, lilacs, one-pump gas stations, and 
good neighbors.”234 But he abhors the changes he sees happening, and is fearful of what he views 
as increased commercialization. He remarks that  
the wagons have been gathered into a circle, and the pioneers are being picked off one by 
one by fast-food franchises that spring up everywhere like evil mushrooms, by concrete-
and-glass buildings, muffler shops, and Howard Johnson motels. Each of these destroys a 
little more history. Iowa City is a town of grandfathers fighting a losing battle against 
time.235 
 
His thoughts reflect a mindset that “the pioneers” are the rightful inhabitants of this Midwestern 
landscape; their history is the one that matters. It is this history that he seeks to preserve and 
restore. As one critic describes it, Shoeless Joe presents a “calico, gingham, cornhusking, 
Farmer’s Museum agrarian paradise” that evokes a “bygone American Eden.”236 Overall, the 
novel is indicative of the settler colonial complex as explained by Patrick Wolfe:  
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settler colonialism has both negative and positive dimensions. Negatively, it strives for 
the dissolution of native societies. Positively, it erects a new colonial society on the 
expropriated land base—as I put it, settler colonizers come to stay: invasion is a structure 
not an event. In its positive aspect, elimination is an organizing principal of settler-
colonial society rather than a one-off (and superseded) occurrence.237  
 
In Shoeless Joe, Ray references this structure time and again, remembering times when 
“land barons owned prairie ranches as far as the eye could see” before being replaced by small 
farmers who “divid[ed] the land into checkerboards, each square crowned with a white castle of 
sorts.”238 His remembrance only dates back so far, excising previous histories of native peoples 
on the land that is now the state of Iowa. He relishes “dredging up the past and laying it out in 
the sunshine to dry,” as he and his wife Annie own a house that “is nearly a hundred years 
old.”239 They act as amateur archeologists, periodically digging up the back yard and finding 
“wonderful pieces of glass, old dishes, crockery, and above all, bottles[….]There was once a 
bottle manufacturer in Iowa City, and many of the bottles we unearth are unique and 
invaluable.”240 These artifacts are tangible reminders of what, for Ray, is a long history, one that 
he seeks to recover and keep alive throughout the novel. The artifacts create a way to touch the 
past—but this past only includes recent histories of white farming and manufacture. Along with 
these, baseball becomes a chief mechanism through which the settler erects his new society. 
Layered into this vision of baseball and settler colonialism is the close association of 
baseball with American Indians, laying bare both colonial ambivalence and the drive to 
essentialize American Indians. Kinsella uses imagery that evokes exploration and conquest, and 
equates baseball to an ancient religion. Ray likens “An empty ballpark at night” to “the inside of 
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a pyramid,” and reports feeling “like archeologists exploring new territory.”241 In an act of 
worship, he lifts his “arms over the moon-silvered park like an Aztec priest.”242 These comments 
illustrate how, for Ray, American Indians and baseball share a kind of spiritualism and a sense of 
timelessness, presenting a past to be explored. This past, however, is not concrete like the one 
evidenced by settlers and seen in the bottles Ray finds in his backyard. Rather, it is mystical. One 
critic remarks that “Kinsella associates healthy spirituality with Native American religious 
symbols, beliefs, and practices.”243 She continues, listing similarities between Kinsella’s 
conceptions of both: “The transcendence of the spiritual world over the material, humanity’s 
communion with nature (particularly with corn), the pervasiveness of polycentric beliefs, and the 
importance of story-telling lie at the heart both of Shoeless Joe and of Native American 
culture.”244 All of this (despite the author’s positive tone) contributes to consigning American 
Indians to another realm.  
MacDonald brings to the fore another trend in which Shoeless Joe participates. As I have 
previously noted, the novel stages the erasure of native peoples in how Ray envisions the past. 
More than that, however, MacDonald maintains that Kinsella compensates for the novel’s lack of 
a single American Indian character by “offer[ing] a surrogate, the title character himself” through 
whom “the other characters of the novel are reborn.” She describes Joe Jackson as “illiterate, and 
the myth surrounding him is tied to the opinion that he was victimized by his own simplicity and 
misplaced trust,” and maintains that 
Jackson’s legacy seems eerily similar to the legacy of Native Americans in the United 
States. Native Americans made treaties that the United States Government consistently 
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broke. Many Native Americans were illiterate, giving the Government their ‘word.’ They 
were naïve to the ways of the white men[….]Anyone familiar with the history of Native 
Americans in North Americans in North America would conclude they were victims of 
the tyranny of the powerful over the powerless. Because they did not understand the 
motives and language of the whites, Native Americans, throughout the last four centuries, 
have been victims of the tyranny of white men and their government. Here Jackson and 
the Indians seem to have much in common.245  
 
This reading defines American Indians as always abject and asserts that they can easily be 
replaced by white Europeans who mirror their victimhood. But the colonizer’s relationship to the 
colonized is never simple. Baseball continues to erase and appropriate native societies in a 
number of ways. 
 In this chapter I examine a set of narratives that illustrate the complex ways in which 
baseball and American Indians have been imagined together; I am concerned with how 
baseball’s dominant (white) culture has perceived individual American Indian players and how, 
at the same time, baseball has also been imagined as a site where Native identities can be remade 
and colonial histories can be undone. I begin by discussing the controversy over American 
Indian mascots through examining the career of Louis Sockalexis, the Native player who 
supposedly inspired the Cleveland baseball team to adopt the nickname “Indians.” While there 
has been scholarship on him, it is mostly confined to baseball aficionados and not the general 
public. Despite this lack of visibility, I argue, Sockalexis functions as a kind of ghost, the Indian 
haunting the American baseball self. Following Dana Luciano, I read Sockalexis as an example 
of “specters” that “not only mark unsettled pasts, but by doing so they unsettle time, 
undermining linear, singular models of history and causality as they underscore the hybridity of 
the present and the radical uncertainty of the future.”246  To illustrate this, I offer a reading of 
Luke Salisbury’s 1992 novel The Cleveland Indian: The Legend of King Saturday, which tells a 
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fictionalized tale of Sockalexis’s time with the Cleveland team. While it is indeed heavily 
fictionalized, I argue that it demonstrates the mechanisms through which Sockalexis has 
functioned as a screen on which the dominant culture projects its longings and fears. 
I then move on to a more well-known American Indian Athlete, Jim Thorpe. Like 
Sockalexis, the dominant culture has constantly used Thorpe as a symbol, with ever-shifting 
meanings placed upon his person. I read the 1951 film Jim Thorpe—All-American as a text that 
portrays Thorpe as what I call “baseball’s national Indian”—a figure that represents the U.S.’s 
true baseball self. As Kate Flint writes, “the figure of the Indian did, in fact, become identified 
with America—whether it stood symbolically for a powerful connection with the land or for 
resolution and strength. A figure from the ancient past, it allowed American authenticity to be 
located within a mythology, within history.”247 In the film’s representation of Thorpe, we again 
see how mythology and history blend together so as to become indistinguishable. Thorpe who, in 
addition to baseball, played football and represented the U.S. in the 1912 Olympics, came—
despite his failings—to represent the “resolution and strength” that Flint mentions.  
Sockalexis and Thorpe’s uses as both foils to and symbols of the U.S.’s sporting self, 
even when addressing actual aspects of their lives, tend to confine them and—by extension—
other American Indians to the past. Like boarding schools that sought to “kill the Indian” and 
eradicate Native cultures, the use of American Indians as symbol and mascot freezes the Indian 
in the past (“honoring” a race that has passed away). In discussing American Indians and sport, 
C. Richard King asserts that much attention has been paid to the importance of sport and play in 
indigenous societies but that “while biographical appreciations of great players and narrative 
fiction are noteworthy, they often fail to speak about self and society, culture and history, 
                                                 





symbols and power in critical, contextualized or meaningful ways. More encouraging and 
satisfying has been scholarship within anthropology, sociology, history and Native American 
studies.”248 Despite King’s dismissal of narrative fiction, I contend that it can indeed perform the 
kind of work for which he calls. Narrative fiction can reshape our understandings of history 
through the ways it showcases the transformative possibilities of narrative. In the case of LeAnne 
Howe’s 2007 novel Miko Kings: An Indian Baseball Story, we see how narrative fiction can 
present alternative ways of being, transforming past, present, and future. The provides a 
meaningful intervention into the discussion of the role sport can play for American Indians as it 
confronts history and shows how it can be continuously reshaped. Howe joins other Native 
authors who “suggest that there are other ways of imagining the world, ways that do not depend 
so much on oppositions as they do with co-operations.”249 Through a reading of Miko Kings I 
explore the transformative power of Native stories and histories. I combine Miko Kings with 
other texts such as newspapers to create a layered interpretation of baseball and American 
Indians.  
Throughout this chapter, I hope to show how a reimagining of American Indian baseball 
histories can break down colonial legacies and replace them with Native histories and re-
creation. Ellen J. Staurowsky points out in her article on mascots and cultural dispossession, “At 
any given protest even against American Indian sport imagery, the center/margin paradigm is 
physically enacted. Spectators, teams, owners, and media occupy center stage and are relatively 
free, barring exclusion from operational areas, to roam in and around the arena or venue, 
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unimpeded in their public displays of American Indian imagery.”250 By shifting the perspective, 
we can change what constitutes the center and the margin for a new understanding of history’s 
stability.  
“The Riddle of the Indian” 
Currently, the discussion surrounding American Indians and baseball tends to focus on 
the issue of Native mascots. On the subject, scholar Jeffrey Powers-Beck discusses professional 
baseball’s refusal to deal with its history of appropriating American Indian culture. He states that 
teams such as the Atlanta Braves and Cleveland Indians do “not honor American Indians […] 
but exploi[t] their identities for profit, making human beings into mascots. And so, as the first 
great Indian players have often been forgotten, the Indian mascots have been enthusiastically 
embraced by the public.”251  
One of the most debated mascots is the Cleveland Indians’ Chief Wahoo, a caricature of 
an American Indian man with a red face, large nose, exaggerated grin, and a single feather 
sticking up from his head. For years, the story was that Cleveland’s American League team was 
named after the first American Indian to play in the major leagues, Louis Sockalexis (although 
that fact is disputed). In recent years, this official history has changed, although some still choose 
to believe it. While this story about how the Indians got their name has been “remembered” 
enough to be debated, Sockalexis himself is usually not. In their 1998 book Forgotten 
Americans, Willard Sterne Randall and Nancy Nahra dedicate a chapter to Sockalexis. Each 
person profiled in this work of popular history “was celebrated, or notorious, in his or her time. 
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Today even the educated public has largely forgotten them.”252 The chapter about Sockalexis, 
entitled “Louis Sockalexis, the Original Cleveland Indian,” details his brief career and repeats 
the official story: “The Cleveland fans were asked to choose a permanent name for their team, 
which now played to tens of thousands of fans on Sundays. Remembering Chief Louis 
Sockalexis’s meteoric career, they named it the Cleveland Indians in honor of his memory.”253  
But more recently, the official history has shifted. The story that Cleveland’s team was 
named to honor Sockalexis has been debunked, most masterfully by Ellen J. Staurowsky in her 
1998 article “An Act of Honor or Exploitation? The Cleveland Indians’ Use of the Louis Francis 
Sockalexis Story,” in which she shows how the official history was constructed. By combing 
through “past and present renderings and antecedents of the story in newspaper articles, media 
guides, team yearbooks, discussions on the Internet, and baseball histories from 1897 to 
1997,”254 Staurowsky demonstrates that “a fan’s fond reminiscences of Sockalexis was not the 
driving force behind the adoption of the ‘Indians’ name”255 and thus constitutes a “false 
memory.”256 These “false memories” are constitutive of the settler colonial project; they erase 
histories of violent dispossession and forced assimilation replace them with a supposedly 
conflict-free past.   
The team was not named for him, but one could argue that the memory of Sockalexis 
indirectly influenced the choice of team name. According to the Cleveland Indians’ website, 
Sockalexis was a “newsworthy addition to the 1897 Spiders [….] Considered a supreme baseball 
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talent, Sockalexis played just 94 games for the Spiders from 1897 through 1899 and his downfall 
mirrored that of Cleveland’s N.L. club.”257 (At that time, teams’ nicknames were quite fluid; 
when Sockalexis played for the team, Cleveland was known as the Spiders.) When he debuted, 
fans began calling the team the Indians. The name stuck for only a short while (much like 
Sockalexis himself) only to reemerge in 1915. After losing the N.L. team and gaining an 
American League one, they were the Blues, the Broncos, and then the Naps, after their popular 
player Napoleon “Nap” Lajoie. Quoting from the Cleveland Plain Dealer, the Indians’ website 
tells us that, following a period of poor performance and low attendance numbers, in 1914 
“‘[team] President Somers invited the Cleveland baseball writers to make the selection [of a new 
team name]. The title of Indians was their choice, it having been one of the names applied to the 
old National League club of Cleveland many years ago.’ When Chief Sockalexis first arrived, 
baseball in Cleveland suffered an abrupt downturn in fortune. Now, the Indians would rise to 
glory.”258 This history, while not explicitly linking the team’s current name to Sockalexis, does 
gesture at a faint kinship. For years, the lineage was more explicit. But it is only a story—one 
that has been dissected, debated, and debunked. Some fans refused to believe it is a myth. Was it 
to honor Sockalexis, who had died in 1913? That’s how one version of the story goes.  
Staurowsky remarks that the persistence of the story and thus, the “club’s ‘Indian’ 
identity [,] has been absorbed into the collective consciousness of a considerable portion of the 
Cleveland populace, forming a shared tradition and common rallying point for many 
Clevelanders.”259  Despite the shakiness of the claim, it “illustrates the perils associated with 
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venturing into the past. Renditions of the past, as Carnes notes, are likely to be imperfect because 
lived experience can never be identically duplicated or replicated by other people in other 
ages.”260 “[T]he tidiness of Cleveland’s explanation for the origin of their name masks not only 
their own motivations, but also the complexity of who Sockalexis was and the texture of his 
experience as an Indian playing in the major leagues in the late-1890s” (307). Lost in all of this 
is often the man himself. Sockalexis has become the answer to a trivia question, a figure trapped 
in time, if he is a figure at all. It is more likely that one would think of the grinning red face of 
Cleveland’s Chief Wahoo than Sockalexis. Even when he played, Sockalexis fell prey to 
contemporary narratives about American Indians. As biographer Brian McDonald observes, the 
1890s was a time of “romantic revisionism” in which “the marketing of the American Indian 
coincided with the phenomenal growth in the popularity of baseball” (136, 137). Scholar Thomas 
King remarks upon this phenomenon, commenting that “the Indian” of this time period “was 
already fixed in time and space” (37). Sockalexis exemplifies this mindset; he was a specter, an 
ancient Indian out of place in modern times and in a bustling, progressive city. Either way, 
Sockalexis himself is obscured in these narratives, which are concerned more with how the 
dominant white culture viewed him. There is almost no written record of what Sockalexis 
thought or how he felt about his stint in the major leagues.   
 When Louis Sockalexis joined the Cleveland Spiders in 1897, there was a great deal 
written about him, as he was something of a curiosity. Sockalexis was born in in 1871 on the 
Penobscot Indian Reservation in Old Town, Maine,261 the seat of the tribe’s government. During 
Sockalexis’s youth, “In contrast to many Native groups who experienced removal, the Penobscot 
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and Passamaquoddy continued to live in their homeland.”262 He spent his early years in New 
England, eventually playing college baseball at Ricker Classical Institute in Maine and College 
of the Holy Cross in Massachusetts. Sockalexis then moved west—first to Notre Dame 
University in Indiana, then to Cleveland’s professional baseball team. After his baseball career, 
Sockalexis would return to Old Town, where he passed away in 1914 (see Fig. 9). 
While he played—and for some years afterwards—the media kept up a somewhat steady stream 
of information about him.  As biographer David L. Fleitz points out, “Much of the information 
available is anecdotal, contradictory, and colored by cultural perceptions of Native Americans by 
mostly white writers and journalists [….] a great deal of myth has grown up around the memory 
of this impressive ballplayer.”263 Indeed, newspaper and magazine accounts of the “son of the 
forest,” as he was repeatedly called, vary in their content and tone. National newspaper Sporting 
Life described him as “a well educated [sic] Indian” and a “professional base ball player.”264 The 
paper presents him as being different from the American Indians its reader knows, as he “never 
saw the wild West.” This differentiates him from “wild Indians,” but does not elaborate on his 
identity as a Penobscot. This speaks to the type of American Indian that can be incorporated into 
the nation—one that is Indian in name only, but has embraced modernity in the form of 
education and professionalism. The column goes on to say that “To all intents and purposes he is 
a down East Yankee, and is, moreover, a very fluent, agreeable talker, the characteristic reticence 
of his race being entirely obliterated in his case.”265 The author also mentions that Sockalexis 
attended both Holy Cross College and Notre Dame University, presenting him as being both an 
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accomplished scholar and gifted athlete. Overall, the article presents Sockalexis as exceptional, 
an American Indian who has shed his Indianness but is still able to retain the essence of his 
original identity. Here, he represents a new, assimilated Indian for the post-frontier U.S., ready to 
fully participate in the U.S. as it moves into a new period of its history.      
Earlier in the spring, however, the same paper published a column of an altogether 
different tone under the heading “Heap Bad Injun.” This text admonished Sockalexis for his 
supposed drunkenness and imagined what his manager Patsy Tebeau might say to him: 
“Sockalexis! Pride of the Indian race—hope of your people’s future glories! I am astounded and 
overwhelmed at the news of your transgressions. Remember the grand prospect before you—the 
future that is open.”266 Both of these articles present attitudes adopted towards Sockalexis during 
his brief career. At times he is an exemplary Indian who learned from the teachings of the 
dominant culture at college, while at other times he is the tragic Indian who falls prey to his 
people’s hereditary love of firewater. When he began to struggle more regularly, media coverage 
became more unforgiving. After drifting through lower leagues and eventually returning to 
Maine where he worked a number of jobs and did some umpiring, media accounts took on 
almost a melancholy tone. After his death, an old teammate declared that “poor old Sox was a 
wild bird—one of those of which you’d say now I have him and now I haven’t.”267 Taken 
together, these opinions and others like them present no clear picture of who Sockalexis was. In 
different ways, they play into various stereotypes about American Indian men. At the beginning 
of his career, when he was full of promise, observers tended to think of him as “a natural man 
and country boy […] some Huckleberry Finn ‘noble savage’ with a touch of Horatio Alger” but 
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he later became “Huck’s gutter-drunk Pap before their very eyes, and it only proved what they’d 
know [sic] all along about Indians.”268  
 Sockalexis was never a full-fledged human being. Added to the stereotypes used to 
describe him was the melancholy refrain “what could have been.” In the Society for American 
Baseball Research (SABR) publication Nineteenth Century Stars, Dan Hotaling proclaims 
“Today we can remember Louis Francis Sockalexis as one who might have been the greatest of 
all.”269 Salisbury writes that Sockalexis “played in no melting pot. He was no bridge, no 
messenger, no redeemer [….] he could have been great. Sockalexis excited the kranks [fans] in a 
way no other rookie ever had, but he disappeared into the Indian burial ground of the bottle, and 
remains, even now, a riddle.”270 Here we have the combination of Sockalexis as a lone 
representative of a fading race with the added melancholy of how good of a player he could have 
been.  
In addition to the well-worn stereotypes used to describe Sockalexis, we can also explore 
the ways in which American Indians seem to embody the U.S. As Philip Deloria has written,  
Indians, it is clear, are not simply useful symbols of the love-hate ambivalence of 
civilization and savagery. Rather, the contradictions embedded in noble savagery have 
themselves been the precondition for the formation of American identities. To understand 
the various ways Americans have contested and constructed national identities, we must 
constantly return to the original mysteries of Indianness.271  
 
These contradictions and the complicated intertwining of Indian identity with non-Native 
American identity is played out in how the media wrote about Sockalexis. In these media 
representations of Sockalexis, combined with his mythologization as the inspiration for the 
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Cleveland baseball team’s mascot, we see the ever-shifting and contested characteristics 
attributed to American Indians.  
 Even now, when Sockalexis is written about, it seems that it is difficult to present him 
without resorting to stereotypes. Biographer Brian McDonald, even while attempting to give 
substance to Sockalexis, does just this.  In describing Sockalexis’s unique talents, McDonald 
places him in a separate time and space: “During his baseball life, there were moments on the 
diamond when Sockalexis seemed propelled by a force other than just athletic talent, when it 
seemed he was not wearing a uniform, when his hand did not wear a glove, moments that were 
misty and dreamlike. In the world of his ancestors, a Penobscot boy would lead the hunting party 
deep into the Maine woods [….] There was oneness in purity between the boy and beast, a 
natural predatory order—the quickest would conquer.”272 This description of Sockalexis, even 
while acknowledging his existence in the contemporary moment, also aligns him with a primitive 
past, locating the source of his power and skill there. This treatment of Sockalexis illustrates 
what Jean O’Brien has argued, albeit in a different context. O’Brien writes that during the 
nineteenth century, non-Native New Englanders crafted a narrative that claimed to make “a stark 
break with the past, replacing ‘uncivilized’ peoples whose histories and cultures they represented 
as illogically rooted in nature, tradition and superstition.”273 This positioned arrivals from Europe 
as modern and rightful rulers of the U.S. For such thinking to be legitimated, American Indians 
“could only be ancients” and thus, could “never be modern.”274 Such beliefs adhere to Sockalexis 
even now, with suggestions that he could not last long in the major leagues because he could 
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never make it in the modern world. Fleitz refers to him as “a Native American who tried to make 
a name for himself in a white world […] a baseball meteor, who burned brightly but flamed out 
too quickly.”275 Then and now, Sockalexis reads as a man out of place; a state of being often 
attributed to his Indianness.  
Faced with “the riddle of the Indian,” Luke Salisbury crafted a novel loosely based on 
Louis Sockalexis’s life. Salisbury’s first book, The Answer is Baseball—from which I have 
already quoted—sought to illuminate baseball history through discussing topics that, at the time 
of its publication, were not always broached in popular texts about the game. He participates in 
the elevation of baseball as a mythical pastime, its past ever-present: “Unlike other sports, 
baseball’s past is always relevant; its distant mirrors renew the present, and the present revives 
the past. This is not only because baseball has the longest history, but because it transcends 
winning with a variety of delights.”276 Like Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe, Salisbury’s writing links 
baseball and American Indians in their timelessness. This is one way that American Indians 
become absorbed into the U.S.’s mythical history; although they are presented as being of the 
past, they are simultaneously presented as everlasting (like baseball)—a symbol of the U.S.’s 
endurance.  
Part of the sport’s historical significance, according to Salisbury, is that it welcomes all 
ethnicities. He remarks that “Ethnicity is crucial to baseball. Here the game jumps its self-
contained perfection, its numbers and patterns, and enters the national imagination. Every group 
has been represented and every group has a story.”277 For him, however, “the Indian” stands 
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apart from the Irish, Poles, Italians, Latinx, and black Americans who have played the sport and 
made it theirs. He explains: 
The Indian strikes a different psychic chord from that struck by the black man, and no 
one tried to exclude him from baseball. It’s been many years since a forest full of Indians 
troubled the American mind. We slaughtered them and devastated their cultures so 
completely that we’ve even eradicated our guilt about it. Indians represent a past we want 
to remember: the struggle to settle the country, subdue nature, and conquer the frontier.278  
The baseball diamond becomes a place to work through this colonial history; in this 
remembrance of a violent past, however, this violence is reenacted, never completely resolved. 
Salisbury discusses Sockalexis in The Answer is Baseball, but this brief treatment 
seemingly did not satisfy him. The Cleveland Indian: The Legend of King Saturday, his first 
novel published in 1992, gives a more sustained meditation on Sockalexis. In fictionalizing his 
life, the novel seeks to explore and unravel the various contradictions in how the American 
Indian ballplayer has been imagined and written about. Told from the point of view of Henry 
Harrison, a Harvard-educated lawyer who works for the Cleveland Spiders, The Cleveland 
Indian follows the rapid rise and fall of King Saturday (the Sockalexis figure). Seeing Saturday, 
often referred to as “the Indian” throughout the novel, through Henry’s eyes gives insight to the 
ways in which Sockalexis was viewed in his time. Saturday is indeed a riddle, a man who the 
narrator can never figure out. In Henry’s estimation, “Saturday’s face, even in shadow, was a 
mixture of violence and indifference, cunning and oblivion. Whatever character was to be read 
there, whether savage or angel, was in signs I couldn’t decode.”279  
Because of this difficulty in deciphering who Saturday actually is, the narrator and other 
white characters can make Saturday whatever they want him to be. As I have previously 
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discussed, the late nineteenth century was a time when the idea of “the Indian” was solidified as 
a certain type. King argues that because of such descriptions of American Indians “there is no 
reason for the Indian to be real. The Indian simply has to exist in our imaginations.”280 With this 
image firmly in place, Saturday is a conundrum to baseball fans (“kranks” in nineteenth century 
parlance). Like Sockalexis, Saturday is a Penobscot from Maine but during his first game in 
Cleveland, he is greeted with a “Plains Indian vibrato war whoop” (62).  Henry thinks to himself, 
“That King Saturday had never heard this controlled western shriek until he played in front of 
white audiences failed to deter” fans from their “war whoop.” “Saturday’s forefathers hunted in 
the Maine woods and speared whales in the open sea; they didn’t ride ponies and howl over the 
prairie, but kranks, despite their ability to remember the most arcane baseball matters, are poor 
anthropologists” (ibid.). He does not note that other white Americans are also “poor 
anthropologists” and that the same applies to him. For fans and Henry, Saturday had previously 
“dwelt in their imaginations” (63). They are so convinced of this imaginary Indian that seeing 
one in the flesh only reinforces what they have imagined; Saturday’s true self becomes 
inconsequential. It is the consumption of baseball that facilitates this forgetting, veiled in the 
guise of equal footing on the ballfield.   
Henry imagines that he knows more than these fans. Unlike them, he knows that Saturday 
is not “the Indian” as constructed and he prides himself in his knowledge of history. When 
traveling through New York on a train, he recites his understanding of history: 
[This] was once home to six Indian nations who fought white men who spoke three 
languages. Those Indians had to go west, assimilate, or die, except the West ran out, and 
they got shoes and shirts and Jesus, and their children became American—to the extent a 
man who buys whiskey out of the back of a saloon is American—and they died, and went 
to game preserves called reservations. In a man’s lifetime, the canal and iron horse 
replaced the footpath and oxen trails, and the wilderness Mr. Jefferson thought would last 
a thousand years disappeared. (209) 
                                                 






Here, he prides himself on understanding the fate of American Indians, but he falls prey to the 
conventional discourse of the Vanishing Indian. Nevertheless, while he knows the script, he also 
refuses to place Saturday in this script. In his estimation, “Saturday was a Catholic, connected 
more to the losing history of Canada than to Tecumseh’s conspiracy, that last dream of united 
Red Men, put down at Tippecanoe by my distant relative” (210). Henry’s invocation of his 
“distant relative”—William Henry Harrison—adds another layer to his conceptions of American 
Indians. His present is defined, in part, by Harrison’s victory over Tecumseh’s confederation at 
the Battle of Tippecanoe in 1811 and Harrison’s subsequent elevation to a national hero (and 
eventual president of the U.S.). The fact that Henry views this conflict as “the last dream of 
united Red Men” speaks to his inclination to resign cooperative Native resistance to the past, 
giving the U.S.’s continual conquest and American Indian assimilation a sense of inevitability.   
Henry even goes so far as to nearly deny Saturday’s Indianness, partially because he does 
not fit the stereotype: “Everyone called him ‘the Indian,’ but this was a vague and ominous title 
which makes me think of a Plains Indian with a bow on his back, stalking a white man on a 
lonely trail [….] Saturday looked Indian, he was Indian, but his voice and manner were more like 
a Canadian lumberjack” (14). Saturday’s mix of cultures, his refusal to be any one thing—while 
still being identified as an Indian—confuses Henry and causes him to be set apart. In doing so, 
Henry further isolates Saturday.  
 Saturday’s seeming pan-Americanness also fascinates Henry. Like Deloria argues, Henry 
sees something in Saturday that attracts and repulses him. This is played out quite literally at a 
saloon on the Fourth of July. The saloon is a shrine to the U.S., carefully decorated by its owner, 
a German immigrant: “the walls were red, the mirror draped with Fourth of July bunting, and the 





swords, regimental flags, plates illustrating the careers of Sherman and Sheridan, and maps of 
the United States at different moments in our sweep across the continent” (19). Henry’s 
description makes in unclear to what extent Saturday is included in this “our,” the United States 
who conquered North America. Has he shed his Indianness enough to be a participant in U.S. 
conquest? It seems like a possibility to Henry, yet when Saturday goes into a drunken outburst 
(though it is uncertain whether he is actually drunk or performing drunkenness—about which, 
more later), it is this room that he destroys. “Everything came down: the U.S., 1895, a bellrope, 
embroidered wisdom, lace, bunting, and even the American flag. The spectators winced as the 
flag was ripped. They groaned as frame, glass, and George Washington were cut with three 
glistening strokes. Lincoln wasn’t spared” (33).  
Part of what also attracts Henry to Saturday is the way he seems to exist outside of time. 
Throughout the novel, Henry is drawn to things and people that are outside of time. He enjoys 
baseball because of this sense of timelessness—much like the settler colonialism to which it is so 
strongly linked—it provides an escape: “baseball’s numbers,” he thinks, “are an invitation to a 
green world where time exists no more than in the imagination. I thought baseball made me safe, 
and perhaps it would have, but Saturday added another dimension, and what might have been a 
normal career in the business of baseball was about to accelerate” (103). For Henry, both 
baseball and Saturday exist outside of time; it turns out that baseball cannot contain Saturday, as 
he shifts to playing football—a game which Henry dislikes and considers un-American. Football, 
according to Henry, does not have the balance and beauty of baseball, “It’s not a game of solitary 
coordination and reflexes. It’s intimidation. It’s fighting. It’s pain. Where are the numbers in 
fear? Where are the statistics to ponder all winter? Football is like international relations” (300). 





With industrialization, the closing of the frontier, and the migration to cities, the 
American male was cut off from the physical demands of everyday outdoor life, through 
which his manhood had once been routinely confirmed. Thrust into a new world where 
traditional masculine traits were no longer meaningful, he found in vigorous outdoor 
sports such as football a compensating validation of his manhood. The outcry against 
football brutality was great, but concern over the possibility of an emasculated American 
manhood greater; football was saved not by eliminating all violence but by compromising 
on an acceptable degree of physical danger.281  
 
In this reading of football, the sport is essentially American; it gives the nation—through its 
men—the ability to forcefully continue its growth. But for Henry, this is a version of the U.S. he 
resists. Even as he references various aspects of settler colonialism, he elevates baseball as the 
ultimate expression of the U.S. because of its intellectualism and order, denying colonial 
violence. Saturday embraces football, “This suffering and inflicting in the midst of exhaustion—
this beauty at the edge of fear—[it] brought out something in him the diamond never did. 
Perhaps Saturday wasn’t so much an athlete as a gladiator. Perhaps he needed pain” (302).  
Relatedly, football and American Indians have their own complex cultural history. The 
famed Carlisle Indian Industrial School in Pennsylvania, where Jim Thorpe—who I will discuss 
in more depth later—attended, “represented both the savage and the noble savage in the Anglo-
American imagination at the turn of the century, a dialectic as old as the first European 
encounters with New World peoples.”282 For Henry, though, all he sees is the savage in Saturday 
when he plays football. This troubles him, suggesting that Saturday is not as assimilated as he 
thought. It does not occur to Henry that Saturday is neither savage nor assimilated; rather, he is 
only concerned that Saturday breaks out of the categories in which Henry had placed him, and it 
further distancing him from being a fully-formed, knowable person. 
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Not only does Saturday abandon baseball, but he also leaves the U.S. for a time, 
venturing to Cuba and Mexico. Henry follows him to both countries, desperate to understand 
Saturday. He first journeys to Cuba in 1898, during the height of the Spanish-American War. 
Henry presents a backdrop of U.S. imperial adventure, as he is only able to travel due to his press 
credentials from the Cleveland Plain Dealer. He mentions the exploits of Stephen Crane and 
Richard Harding Davis, who made their names as war correspondents. This move from the 
continental U.S. to a theater of U.S. imperial ambitions illustrates the bridge between the nation’s 
settler colonialism and overseas expansion. Of the war, one of Henry’s friends tells him, “How 
long could these fools stay independent? Who will rule them? The British Empire? Germans? 
Clergymen? The world belongs to those who know it makes sense. Not Indians” (265). In this 
formulation, we see how the figure of the Indian, unfit to rule himself, transforms into the figure 
of the Cuban, in need of an appropriate overlord. As Kristin L. Hoganson has written in her 
discussion of the Spanish-American and Philippine-American Wars, imperialists “concluded that 
Cuban men lacked the manly character supposedly demonstrated by American soldiers.”283 This 
mindset continued to permeate discussions of other expansionist endeavors: “Descriptions of 
‘savage’ Filipino men had antecedents in negative depictions of Native-American men. They 
also paralleled the images of African-American men as bestial rapists that white supremacists 
were working so hard to disseminate in this period.”284 Such characterizations were used as 
justification for expansion. Saturday and Henry’s insertion into this historical time and place 
reinforce that, as a cultural expression, baseball is inextricably linked to the U.S.’s settler 
colonial complex and its spread overseas. 
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In Cuba, Saturday plays baseball “with a black ballclub that staged exhibitions against 
white soldiers” (254).  Henry relates that “Officers talked about Teddy Roosevelt, fame, 
reputation, and how filthy Havana Harbor was. Everyone else talked about El Indio and Lopez [a 
guerrilla leader]. El Indio was a ballplayer leading a black team that challenged soldier clubs, 
always white, to games played for big money” (257). Saturday and Lopez almost blend into the 
same character, resisting the U.S. spread—one through armed combat and the other through 
baseball. In his ballplaying, Saturday participates in staging the U.S.’s racial imperial drama: 
“The Army forbade competition between black and white clubs, and there had been trouble, as 
whites didn’t ‘cotton’ (as an Alabamian put it) to being ‘shellacked by niggers.’ White clubs and 
spectators may not have liked the outcome, but couldn’t resist the challenge” (258). Saturday’s 
baseball exploits illustrate the sport’s intertwinement with U.S. racial hierarchies, but also how it 
can be used as an instrument of resistance.  
After Cuba, Saturday and his baseball team travel to Mexico, where “El Indio became the 
object of a cult in northern Mexico, or so [Henry] was told by a drunken Jesuit” (274). 
Saturday’s appearance here echoes the concerns I have discussed in Chapter Three: Henry relates 
that “There was talk that ‘beisbol,’ a gringo abstraction, devoid of bulls and obvious trappings of 
manhood, might in fact be the resurrection of an Aztec ritual that holy and secular officials 
feared could become a share-the-land-movement” (276). Even though baseball first functions as 
a U.S. import, it actually morphs—or more correctly, re-forms—into an indigenous pastime. 
Saturday’s participation suggests that his motivations may not be anything close to what Henry 
has suspected throughout the novel.  
Near novel’s end, Henry finally admits “The Indian had been what I wanted him to be. I 





Luke Salisbury admits, “the Indian. I don’t understand him. I once thought he represented wild, 
vengeful, rebellious energy. Pure American anger. Where can that energy go? What frontier? 
Where then? Where now?” (326). He admits defeat, acknowledging that Sockalexis and his 
fictional counterpart Saturday are wonderfully complex, breaking out of the stereotypical boxes 
the dominant culture has placed them in. As Matthew Sakiestew Gilbert has observed in his work 
on Hopi marathon runners in the early twentieth century, Native athletes “navigated between 
tribal dynamics, school loyalties, and a country that closely associated sports with U.S. 
nationalism” in “complex and various ways.”285 Sockalexis is an example of this complexity, but 
it is often denied him. 
Interestingly, in “honoring” Sockalexis, the Cleveland Indians turned to a very particular 
type of stereotype, “the wild, free, powerful, noble, handsome, philosophical, eloquent, solitary 
Indian—pardon me, solitary male Indian [….This Indian] could be a cultural treasure, a piece of 
North American antiquity. A mythic figure who could reflect the strength and freedom of an 
emerging continent. A National Indian.”286 The Indian ballplayer who comes closest to this 
description, however, is not Sockalexis, but Jim Thorpe, although this is not without its own 
complications.  
Baseball’s National Indian 
 A number of American Indian men played professional baseball in the early twentieth 
century, following in the footsteps of Louis Sockalexis, most notably Charles Albert Bender 
(Ojibway), John Tortes Meyers (Cahuilla), and Jim Thorpe (Sac and Fox). Thorpe, however, 
stands out as the most memorable American Indian in the American sporting imaginary, “the 
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great icon of Indian athleticism […] an anomaly, the only Indian that anyone not Native can 
seem to remember when it comes to American sports.”287 While Sockalexis may be largely 
forgotten—absorbed into the Chief Wahoo caricature—Thorpe is remembered for a number of 
reasons. Known mostly for his triumph at the 1912 Olympics where he won gold medals in both 
the decathlon and the pentathlon, Thorpe was also enshrined in the Pro Football Hall of Fame’s 
first class in 1963 and was a talented baseball player, playing professionally for the New York 
Giants for three seasons. In addition to these accomplishments, Thorpe was named the Greatest 
All-Around Male athlete and Football Player of the Half Century by the Associated Press in 
1950 and the greatest athlete of the twentieth century in an ESPN/ABC poll in 2000. These 
honors aid in constructing Thorpe as what I call “baseball’s national Indian,” coming to represent 
the fully assimilated American Indian that can then be made to represent the U.S.  
 Despite all of these accomplishments and honors, Thorpe is often remembered as a tragic 
hero. His Olympic medals were stripped due to his running afoul of the amateurism rules and not 
returned until 1983, thirty years after his death. He struggled with alcoholism and was married 
three times. The 1951 film Jim Thorpe—All-American, which stars Burt Lancaster as Thorpe, 
portrays him as a singular athlete struggling to fit into the dominant society. The film is framed 
by Glenn “Pop” Warner (Charles Bickford), Thorpe’s coach at Carlisle, as he narrates Thorpe’s 
story. Warner speaks of Thorpe as naturally gifted, reminiscent of the way the media wrote about 
Sockalexis. His voiceover tells the audience that “As a boy, [Thorpe] roamed the woods with his 
father, hunting and fishing.”288 When young Thorpe runs away from the first boarding school to 
which his parents send him, Warner describes him as “running with the wild grace of a young 
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deer” while the scene shows Thorpe gliding through the countryside, back to his parents’ house, 
effortlessly hurdling trees, fences, and streams. According to Warner, while at Carlisle, watching 
Thorpe was “like watching a young stallion, untamed and unbroken, but with a natural athletic 
aptitude that was incredible.” Like Sockalexis (“the son of the forest”) and other Native athletes 
before and after him, Thorpe is described as wild but strong, characteristics that are implicitly 
and explicitly linked to his Indianness. From the perspective of his white coach, Thorpe is a 
perfect specimen of Indian culture, but he soon becomes simply American. 
The film hails Thorpe’s Olympic campaign as “another great victory for himself and his 
country,” and he receives a letter from President Taft which refers to him as “the best type of 
American citizen.” Here, Thorpe’s transformation is complete—from archetypal Indian to 
representative American. This transition exemplifies the film as “a white narrative of 
assimilation and social mobility into which Thorpe must be molded.”289 After building up 
Thorpe’s Indian identity, the film then erases this identity and replaces it with an American—
read white—one. When interviewed about the movie, Lancaster proclaimed  
In “Jim Thorpe” we didn’t beat people over the head with the Indian problem. Thorpe 
had his bad breaks, but they weren’t due to the fact that he was an Indian. As he realized 
in later life, his downfall as an athlete was largely brought on by weakness in his own 
nature—a feeling that the world was against him, unreasonable stubbornness, and the 
failure to understand the necessity for working as the member of a team.290  
 
Despite this negative take on Thorpe, the film ends on a somewhat triumphant note with Thorpe 
finding redemption in helping others. Briley writes that the film “did little to keep the reputation 
of the Native athlete alive in American popular sporting culture;”291 this task was accomplished 
more by accolades and awards given to Thorpe after his death and the tireless efforts of his 
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daughter Grace Thorpe to keep his memory alive and have his Olympic medals returned. While 
the film is rarely mentioned now, it did help to shape public opinion of Thorpe.   
Interestingly, a feature film entitled Bright Path: The Jim Thorpe Story has been 
announced and is due to begin production soon. This time around, “the filmmakers are partnering 
with Indian Country to participate in financing the film and telling the authentic story, including 
the Tuolumne Band of Mewuk Indians, the Mohegan Tribe, the Yocha Dehe Wintun Nation, the 
Tonto Apache Tribe and the Bear River Band of the Rohnerville Rancheria.”292 Importantly, 
Thorpe will be portrayed by a Native actor, as Martin Sensmeier is of Tlingit, Koyukon-
Athabascan, and Irish descent. Perhaps this film will reshape the official narrative about Thorpe, 
but, based on other cultural artifacts about him, this seems unlikely.  
Jim Thorpe—All American participates in the complicated ways in which the dominant 
narrative has characterized Thorpe. At times he is a blank canvas trapped in the past (or, better 
yet, completely detached from time). At other times, he is triumphant, an American Indian 
success story. Wilbur J. Gobrecht, a football player and coach for Dickinson College, authored a 
booklet about Thorpe that further illustrates this narrative. Dickinson was just down the street 
from Carlisle Indian Industrial School, and now houses a number of documents from Carlisle, 
which closed in 1918. Gobrecht played football at Dickinson from 1949-1952, and coached the 
team from 1965-1979 and in 1984. He seems to have been deeply affected by Thorpe’s life and 
legacy; it is easy to imagine how Thorpe’s story circulated around the city of Carlisle, 
Pennsylvania, as it did around the U.S. at large. In this booklet he declares,  
Napoleon ended in miserable exile; Maximilian fell before a firing squad, but history 
remembers them for conquest, not tragedy. To the American People, Jim Thorpe is a 
timeless national symbol of unmatched power and precision. He will always walk in a 
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splendor of youth. He is the iron thewed [sic] redskin from little Carlisle Indian school 
who trampled the massed forces of Army, Harvard, Pitt, and Pennsylvania; the supple 
giant who received a jewel-studded trophy from an awe-struck King of Sweden; and the 
returning conqueror who rode up Fifth Avenue to rocking cheers after the Olympic 
Games of 1912. He is ageless—the most formidable running, jumping, smashing, 
heaving, plunging, and all-around bedazzling sports super human of them all.293 
 
Here, Thorpe comes across as larger than life, a figure apart from history, further detached from 
his Indian identity. Although it does refer to him as a “redskin,” this is superseded by his status 
as American hero. Simultaneously, Thorpe is stuck in time—always “in a splendor of youth” and 
“ageless”—much like Sockalexis before him. Here, he becomes a tool of the settler colonial 
complex. 
 This is further illustrated in what happened to Thorpe after his death. After his passing, 
his  
widow, Patricia, heard about Mauch Chunk, a depressed coal mining town in 
northeastern Pennsylvania. The local newspaper editor, Joseph Boyle, had asked every 
household to donate a nickel a week to a fund that would be used to attract new business 
to the area. Patricia approached Boyle with a unique concept: If the citizens renamed 
their town for her husband, they could bury his body there.294 
 
This is how the town of Jim Thorpe, Pennsylvania was born. Even in death, Thorpe remained a 
symbol, not a fully-fledged person. During his life, he never visited the town formally known as 
Mauch Chunk, yet he was made to be an attraction there, folded into the settler colonial 
landscape. The town’s visitor’s guide declares that, “While [Thorpe] never lived in Mauch 
Chunk, it is fitting that he is memorialized here, in the state where he spent his proudest years, in 
the town that changed its name to his.” 295 This posits a colonial entity as the rightful owner of 
his remains. One of Thorpe’s sons, John Thorpe, decided to fight against this, and sued the 
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borough of Jim Thorpe in 2010, citing the 1990 Native American Graves Protection and 
Repatriation Act (NAGPRA). NAGPRA, in part,  
describes the rights of Native American lineal descendants, Indian tribes, and Native 
Hawaiian organizations with respect to the treatment, repatriation, and disposition of 
Native American human remains, funerary objects, sacred objects of cultural patrimony, 
referred to collectively in the statute as cultural items, with which they can show a 
relationship of lineal descent or cultural affiliation.296 
 
The act also “requires museums and Federal agencies possessing or controlling holdings or 
collections of Native American human remains to inventory those remains, notify the affected 
tribe, and upon the request of a known lineal descendent of the deceased Native American or of 
the tribe, return such remains.”297 John Thorpe argued that the town of Jim Thorpe acted as a 
museum, and should be made to return Jim Thorpe’s remains to the family to be buried in 
Oklahoma. While the District Court first ruled in John Thorpe’s favor, the United States Court of 
Appeals for the Third Circuit ruled that the Borough of Jim Thorpe is not a museum and does not 
need to comply with NAGPRA. The ruling stated that “Thorpe’s remains are located at their 
final resting place and have not been disturbed,” adding that “applying NAGPRA to Thorpe’s 
burial in the Borough is such a clearly absurd result.”298 The United States Supreme Court 
declined to hear the case, and so Thorpe’s remains will stay in Pennsylvania. This episode 
vividly illustrates how the U.S. continues to assert ownership over Thorpe and his story. Despite 
the court’s ruling that Jim Thorpe, Pennsylvania is not a museum, it functions as one, suspending 
Thorpe in time and presenting him as a historical emblem of this town—and by extension, the 
U.S. 
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It is worth noting that, even while Sockalexis and Thorpe were often portrayed, in their 
own eras, as lone Indian ballplayers, some media contemporary to Thorpe disproved this belief. 
In an October 1912 issue of Baseball Magazine, William Phelon dedicated a section of his article 
on the pennant races to American Indian players. This article goes some way to showing that Jim 
Thorpe was indeed not an anomaly. “[I]n proportion to the total population,” he writes, “the 
North American Indian now furnishes more ballplayers to the professional game than any other 
race or nationality.”299 Phelon lists the names of Indian players (Charles Bender, “Chief” 
Myers,—he uses the nickname, not his given first name—Thorpe, Justin Clarke, and Zack 
Wheat) and argues that despite what pundits like Glenn Warner say, baseball is indeed a fitting 
occupation for American Indians. While his writing includes many essentialist points (“As a rule, 
the Indian is fast on his feet”300 ), he combats some stereotypes (“[The Indian] is enduring, 
plucky, frugal, and not addicted to the firewater. So highly is the Indian brand of ballplayer 
esteemed that the mere statement ‘He’s an Indian’ seems to insure [sic] a fair offer for his 
services and a fair trial for his abilities”301). He concludes, “Success to the Indian balltossers 
[sic]—long may they wave!”302 Phelon’s article presents American Indians as exceptional 
American players; they represent both identities—more aptly, their Indian identities are absorbed 
into the U.S. This allows them to be both Native and American at the same time; simultaneously 
ancient and modern. But these constructions of American baseball players are just one 
viewpoint, still a colonial estimation of Native identities.  
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Miko Kings and Oklahoma’s (Baseball) Communities 
In light of baseball’s investment in and contributions to settler colonialism, I now turn to baseball 
as a means of resistance. Brendan Hokowhitu has maintained,  
the production of decolonial theory in its very nomenclature demands an understanding 
of the philosophies and history of the colonists in order to understand the genealogy of 
power in the colonial context. Accordingly, decolonial theory has developed as re-
scholarship where alternative knowledges are re-inserted into text so Indigenous people 
can deconstruct occidental history to produce alternative histories.303 
 
To accomplish this, he calls for Indigenous existentialism, which would emphasize “the 
immediacy of Indigenous culture.”304 He locates sport “as a possible site of Indigenous 
existential opportunity,” since it allows for a bodily interaction with everyday life and grants a 
measure of freedom. I use this as a starting point to think through ways in which baseball can be 
a site that attends the immediacy of Indigenous culture that Hokowhitu writes about, while also 
reaching both back to the past and into the future. This impulse lies at the heart of LeAnne 
Howe’s 2007 novel Miko Kings, and holds the key to creating an alternative to settler 
colonialism’s official stories.   
Miko Kings brings into focus ball playing among Choctaws and Chickasaws (in addition 
to several members of others tribes: Creek, Cherokee, and Seminole), specifically at the turn of 
the twentieth century. These American Indian ballplayers are all members of one of the Five 
Civilized Tribes, whose lands were originally in what are now the states of Tennessee, 
Mississippi, North Carolina, Georgia, and Florida. These tribes were forcibly removed west to 
Indian Territory in the 1830s. The Dawes Severalty Act (the General Allotment Act) of 1887 and 
the Curtis Act of 1898, however, began to break down Native sovereignty and self-governance in 
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Indian Territory. The Dawes Act facilitated the division of tribal lands into individually owned 
parcels, but originally did not apply to the Five Civilized Tribes. The Curtis Act, however, 
brought allotment to these tribes. Added to the privatization of tribal lands was the opening up of 
part of Indian Territory to white settlers and the formation of Oklahoma Territory in 1890. The 
U.S. government would combine Indian Territory and Oklahoma Territory—the so-called Twin 
Territories—to create the state of Oklahoma in 1907. In Howe’s portrayal of life and baseball 
among these tribes in Indian Territory, she attends to Native existentialism in the face of these 
shifting colonial boundaries.  
Miko King’s action takes place at different points in history: black and American Indian 
boarding schools in the 1890s, the years around Oklahoma’s statehood (1907), 1969, and 2006.  
There are a number of intertwined plots throughout these time periods, but these periods all 
present key moments in the U.S.’s colonial history. Although the novel is mainly concerned with 
Choctaw experience in Indian Territory, it also touches on the Vietnam War and Black 
Nationalism, showcasing the diversity of U.S. colonialism and imperialism in terms of both time 
and place. 
In the world of Miko Kings, baseball is a mechanism that Native people can use to 
confront and rework these colonial and imperial legacies. Instead of only viewing American 
Indian ball playing as a form of adapting the colonizer’s sport, Howe presents baseball as a 
continuation of “Native Ballgame” which “augment[s] the Native populations and the growth of 
Native towns, both in the past and present.”305 This reorients our point of view while also 
emphasizing both the past and the present (while gesturing towards the future). Such efforts 
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bring American Indians out of a premodern past and disproves the belief that “Indians can never 
be modern.”306 This is a theme I return to in more depth later, but it also informs how Howe 
deals with the issue of community. In focusing on American Indian communities, Howe brings 
to life a “Native universe.” 
This universe revolves around baseball. In his anthropological study of the Choctaw and 
leisure activities, Kendall Blanchard argues that “the seriousness with which the Choctaws 
define many of their leisure-time activities can best be explained by the way in which these 
pursuits are interwoven with the basic elements of their total life-style. Team sports also serve to 
maintain tradition and preserve Choctaw cultural heritage and identity.”307 This outlook on life 
and leisure elevates sport from simple recreational activities to more meaningful endeavors. 
Powers-Beck explains that  
the Choctaws of Mississippi and Oklahoma had (and still have) a rich tradition of 
stickball or toli, an ancient form of lacrosse, which coalesced early in the twentieth 
century with baseball and softball. For hundreds of years, Choctaws in separate 
communities in Mississippi have come together for stickball games accompanied by 
picnics, dancing, gambling, and community festivals. In the early 1900s, some Choctaw 
picnics in Mississippi featured baseball games on Friday nights, followed by dancing, and 
stickball games on Saturday.”308  
 
Miko Kings taps into this neglected history, during which “there were Indian baseball teams 
galore.”309 
In the chief framing of the novel, Lena Bolin returns home to her grandmother’s house in 
Ada, Oklahoma in 2006 after living in Amman, Jordan. This return signals both a break and a 
return. Lena believed she would never return to Oklahoma. She “wanted to forget that I was half 
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Choctaw and half Sac and Fox. Forget all things Okie [….] I knew I could pass for Italian, 
Mexican, or French, especially in New York” (18). By coming back, she heals the initial break, 
but creates a new one by leaving behind a future that she thought she would have overseas. Her 
return also sets in motion a series of events that alter the past, present, and future for her and for 
a whole community.  
The pivotal event is a series of baseball games between Fort Sill’s Seventh Cavalry (who 
famously fought Plains Indians tribes at the Battle of Little Big Horn in 1876 and committed the 
Wounded Knee Massacre in 1890), champions of the Oklahoma Territory League, and the Miko 
Kings, champions of the Indian Territory League—a battle of the Twin Territories, white settlers 
against American Indians. Lena is introduced to this series and its principal actors through a 
photograph she finds, along with some other documents, hidden away within the walls of her 
grandmother’s house in a U.S. mail pouch. The photograph, captioned “1907 Miko Kings 
Champions” in a scrawl, transports Lena to another time: “At the sight of the picture, I draw in a 
breath of satisfaction, a feeling so rare that I am taken aback. What a thrill to have known such 
men” (15). This feeling leads her to contemplate the lived experiences of the men pictured, 
experiences she cannot fully comprehend but feels compelled to explore. In her mind, 
“Photography has always had the ability to record the visible world with a kind of notional truth” 
(16) and the truth she finds in this one clashes with what she expected to find. Despite the 
turmoil the men’s lives must have been going through during the Allotment Era, Lena thinks that  
Their expressions give no hint of the context of their lives. For instance, nothing in the 
image reveals the frustration, the anger they must have felt [….] Although the image is 
nearly a hundred years old, it isn’t an Edward Curtis-style photograph, with the Indians 
portrayed as either noble savages or stoic warriors. The men in my photo seem neither 






Her expectations questioned, Lena is soon visited by Ezol Day, a Choctaw woman—a time 
traveler whom Lena refers to as not being “present tense” (24, emphasis in the original). Ezol 
acts as a Shoeless Joe figure: in Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe, it is “Shoeless” Joe Jackson who first 
appears to guide Ray Kinsella to a deeper understanding of his past as well as help him claim his 
place as protector of the land. Effectively, as I have discussed in the introduction, Shoeless Joe 
champions and normalizes settler colonialism through baseball. Miko Kings, however, directly 
speaks back to this, offering its own time traveler. Instead of acting as an agent of the U.S.’s 
settler colonial fantasy, however, Ezol actively combats official histories through Native 
knowledge. It is through the stories Ezol tells that Lena comes to know and understand the 
complexities that surround the changing landscapes of Indian Territory and Oklahoma, as well as 
her own family’s history. In her discussions with Ezol, she comes to see that Ezol “is the 
narrator: I the medium, intermediary, stenographer, and servant to the story” (24). She 
“become[s] invisible by breathing life onto the page, and then exist[s] there, side by side with the 
words and images. At least for a time” (ibid.). The novel, then, is a meditation on competing 
histories of relations and place, a sustained counter-memory of baseball and Indian Territory.  
The stories swirling around different communities are the foundation for the novel. Some 
articles from Oklahoma newspapers from the time shed light on dominant narratives. For 
example, in 1906 the Ada Weekly News wrote that Ada was “a Citadel of Democracy,” painting 
the town as a haven for white settlers. The column describes the city as one with great potential 
for growth. Indeed, Ada is at the forefront of the growing West: “Ada’s high status and brilliant 
prospects are the result of no boom, but of gradual, substantial growth. Its people are not windy 
boomers; they are simply practical, progressive builders.”310 This, by and large, seems to apply 
                                                 





to Ada’s white inhabitants. In regards to American Indians, the article does admit that “Long 
before the coming of the white man and the beginning of the agricultural development, the 
Indian Country was looked upon as a land of fabulous fertility.” Chickasaws and Choctaws, 
according to the column, “settled” in the area, so “this section has an unusually dense Indian 
population.” However, this has not impeded growth. This fact simply illustrates that the “wisdom 
of the Indians who settled hereabouts has been shown, latterly, by the bountiful harvest following 
the white man’s plow.” This article recognizes the existence of American Indians but is careful 
to note that “Indians constitute, altogether, a small proportion of the present population.” This 
column presents a settler’s viewpoint; while it acknowledges a Native presence, it still matter-of-
factly consigns American Indians to a premodern position. American Indians set the scene, so to 
speak, but only for the white settlers to put in the work for development and progress.  
One sign of this so-called progress was the increased playing of baseball. Around the turn 
of the twentieth century, the game enjoyed a surge in popularity. As one history of baseball in 
the state puts it,  
After the Civil War, soldiers and former prisoners-of-war fanned out across the continent. 
Many came to Indian Territory and the unassigned lands that later were combined to form 
Oklahoma. They brought with them their culture, their tools, and their new 
game…baseball. Soldiers at Fort Sill, Fort Reno, Fort Towson, Fort Gibson, and Fort 
Supply were probably the first to play some form of baseball within Oklahoma’s present 
boundaries.311 
 
But this history mostly ignores the lengthy history of American Indians playing ball in Indian 
Territory and the state of Oklahoma. As Philip Deloria points out, the turn of the twentieth 
century was a  
moment when sports functioned as a complicated nexus between Indian and Euro-
American cultures; for those fifty-odd years, all the confusions of centuries of cultural 
collision were put on display at ballparks and on gridirons as Indian and non-Indian 
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athletes and audiences called modern sports culture into being. Yet, even as Indian men 
shared a playing field and a set of sporting rules and cultural understandings with non-
Indians, they were able to draw substantially different meanings from athletic 
competition.312  
 
He also remarks that “Indian players, like other Indian performers, carried with them specific 
tribal histories and general Indian histories that rendered their experiences unique.”313 Unlike 
official narratives that tend to erase differences between American Indians and their cultures 
(like media portrayals of Sockalexis and Thorpe), Deloria calls for paying attention to cultural 
particularities.  
Miko Kings locates this cultural particularity, in part, in the playing of baseball. In an 
article on Miko Kings, Emily Lederman writes that the novel “extensively confronts the 
destructive limitations of the colonial archive and suggests that the way out of a colonial 
historical lens is through the creation of a decolonial Choctaw archive.”314 She demonstrates how 
the novel combats colonial narratives put in place through “Archival practices of documentation, 
including missionary records, the mapping of land, and the collecting or theft of artifacts and 
stories.”315 Despite the violence caused by these tools of colonial control, she argues, they can 
provide entry points through which to explore the histories of specific tribal groups. In her 
reading, it is the building of a specifically Choctaw archive, collaboratively curated by Lena and 
Ezol, that unlocks the possibility of alternate histories. I want to build upon this reading of Miko 
Kings, arguing that it is the playing of baseball itself that reorients our readings of history.  
  Howe highlights the continuity between American Indian baseball at the turn of the 
twentieth century to earlier years of stickball. When contemplating his Indian baseball team, 
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Henri Day, the owner of the Miko Kings, surveys “the site where two Choctaw teams have been 
meeting to knock the sticks since 1850. If there was ever a more sun-blistered, luckless, sticker-
infested, snakey [sic] ballfield, he’s never seen it. Yet this place annually draws hundreds of 
spectators for the legendary stickball match between Tobucksy and Sugar Loaf” (103). This long 
history connects ball playing to place, presenting an unbroken tradition despite the realities of 
removal. Seeing the passion that these games continue to incite, Day believes that he can bring 
the same level of excitement to Indian baseball.  
In Day’s mind, an Indian baseball team shows the strength of Indian Territory’s Choctaw 
and Chickasaw communities. In addition, “A league of all Indian baseball teams will 
demonstrate that the people from different tribes can own something together. It will be the 
country’s first inter-tribal business, an alliance that will spread across the whole U.S. Maybe 
even the whole goddamn continent,” (112) while also maintaining cultural specificity. Day also 
views his team as being integral to Ada’s growth. Rather than inhibiting progress or simply 
standing off to the side while white people spearhead development, Day believes that American 
Indians can also take part in the present and the future, not just the past. Day is “buoyed by the 
progress all around him. His new Indian baseball team will benefit from all the new commerce in 
Ada” (111).  
Through her research, Lena finds that Day’s idea for an Indian baseball league 
intertwines with the Four Mothers Society, “an organization against allotment made up of the 
largest southeastern tribes, the Choctaw, Chickasaw, Creek, and Cherokee” (126). While, on the 
surface, these two groups seem completely separate, “the Day family was heavily involved in the 





tribal baseball games. Interesting that the best place to organize was at a ballgame” (126). Lena 
does her research on the Four Mothers Society, finding that  
The organization began around 1895 and lasted through 1915, roughly the same length of 
time as the heyday of Indian Territory baseball. Both the baseball teams and the Four 
Mothers Society disappear from historical documents after the First World War begins. 
During the turn of the century, however, the Four Mothers was a vibrant, vocal 
organization opposing the allotting of their lands. (ibid) 
 
The society plays a key role in fighting against colonial intrusions, and baseball facilitates this 
fight. Lena begins to realize that “Indians in the southeast had been organizing inter-tribally to 
play ball long before the Europeans ever arrived. According to historical accounts and 
archaeological reports, there are old ballfields along river bottoms and next to the mound sites” 
(127). This intertwining of baseball and politics makes plain that “The baseball field, presented 
in dominant American culture as of quintessentially white American creation, is a site of 
American Indian political organization.”316 This mindset on playing ball gives precedence to 
Native forms of the sport. This leads Lena to rethink her stance on baseball—at novel’s 
beginning, she asserts, “I still don’t think baseball is a sacred game” (43)—but it also changes 
the ways in which she views forms of resistance, a refashioning of Native lifeways. 
Through her time with Ezol, Lena comes to know more about Native ball and baseball in 
Oklahoma in general. In reality, the town of Ada, did take pride in its baseball team. In June of 
1906, the Indian Arbiter called Ada’s squad “the best team in the Territory that is not on a 
salary” and took pride in the fact that they put up a good fight against Sulphur—despite losing 
three to nothing. “Considering the fact that Sulphur has a salaried team,” the author writes, “we 
think we did well.”317 The next year, the Ada Weekly News covered a number of games the 
town’s team played, calling one of them “the best game of ball ever played on the Ada 
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diamond.” The column went on to tell its readers to “encourage the team by patronizing them 
and have some first class ball this summer.”318 American Indians played baseball in Oklahoma, 
as well. In an article entitled “Our Base Ball Club,” the Osage Journal declared “Pawhuska can 
well claim the best independent base ball club in the new state, composed almost entirely of 
Indian players.”319 The rest of the article implores readers to support the team, financially and 
through attending games. This support will “maintain an organization of which our town can 
justly be proud and an advertisement to Pawhuska that is worth many times the amount 
expended.” The author “hopes that those called upon will respond cheerfully and thus the team 
be kept together throughout the season. Just think what it means to give up a base ball team such 
as ours,” without explicitly saying what it may mean. One possible way to read this is that a team 
made up of American Indian baseball players would prove American Indians’ fitness to self-
govern. This hint at another possibility brings to mind another contemporary alternative: the 
State of Sequoyah (1905). In the words of Kathryn A. Walkiewicz,  
The State of Sequoyah movement fought to maintain a sense of Native geopolitical self-
determination in the territory, rather than give the U.S. free reign to arbitrate its future. 
The movement was an effort to best the U.S. at its own game—the production of 
statehood to overrun Native autonomy—and use statehood to serve the geopolitical 
interests of Native people.320 
Similar to the proposed State of Sequoyah, baseball can provide a venue through which 
American Indians can take the tools of the colonizer and turn them to their own advantage. Like 
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Henri Day believes, cooperative inter-tribal baseball can form the basis of a kind of Native 
survival in the face the settler colonial state.  
Native Ball Players In and Out of Time  
The impulse to show the ability of Native societies to continue to thrive fights against 
dominant narratives that consign American Indians to another time and place. In 1906, for 
example, the Osage Journal published a column entitled “The Red Man’s Last Roll Call.” First 
quoting from the Atlantic, the article declares that “It is a pity the peculiar color of civilization, 
the ethical and spiritual conceptions of the Indian on the American continent will be obliterated 
without leaving a sufficient impress for future ages to see the thread he has left behind in the 
woof of life.”321 This article presents American Indians as fading away. While their “ideals for 
independence of character, intrepidity, democracy, conception of an unknown, all pervading 
Great Spirit were lofty as far as they went,” European Americans’ “more cultured ideals too 
swiftly broke in upon them and arrested their own growth. Now they hover between their 
vanishing faiths and ours not understood.” Caught between their archaic lifeways and the 
modernity of white civilization, the article’s author laments American Indians’ fate while still 
viewing it as inevitable. As Jean O’Brien has pointed out, such “narration implicitly argued that 
Indians can never be modern because they cannot be the subjects of change, only its victims. 
This discourse locates Indians in an ahistorical temporality that relegates Indian history to a 
degeneracy narrative marred by racial mixing and cultural loss.”322 In the face of such beliefs, 
Howe uses baseball to stage Native time. O’Brien discusses the “temporalities of race” which 
speaks to nineteenth century conceptions of different races existing at different places in time. 
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She outlines this worldview which relegates American Indians to “an ahistorical temporality in 
which they can only be victims of change, not active subjects in the making of change,”323 which 
can be seen in the above quote from the Osage Journal. 
Crafting a narrative of Native ball playing that transcends past, present, and future, Howe 
combats the version of history that  
trapped Native people in a time warp, [and] also insisted that our past was all we had. No 
present. No future. And to believe in such a past is to be dead. Faced with such a 
proposition and knowing from empirical evidence that we were very much alive, 
physically and culturally, Native writers began to use the Native present as a way to 
resurrect a Native past and to imagine a Native future. To create, in words, as it were, a 
Native universe.324  
 
A big part of this universe is the individual’s relationship to the group, which both allotment and 
boarding schools forcefully challenge. A newspaper article from 1906 comments on “The Indian 
Socialist.” It contends that “The Indian believes in communal rights. He does not believe in the 
advancement of one over the general. He believes in the theory of communal ownership of all 
necessities of life, even in the land itself.”325 This article remarks that these “principles have been 
imbedded in the Indian life as long as there has been tribal existence in America, and it is still 
extant in the five civilized tribes where the Indian has not become fully naturalized in the white 
man’s way and forgotten the ways of his ancestors.”326 The author presents cooperative Native 
communities as precariously still existing. For Howe, however, this belief system has been kept 
alive: cooperation is at Miko Kings’ core.  
While the novel focuses on cooperation, one of the main characters is Hope Little Leader. 
Hope has the potential to figure as a hero in the mold of Jim Thorpe’s “national Indian,” but 
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events show this type of mindset to be destructive and counter to the community’s values. The 
novel’s prelude recounts the Miko Kings preparation for Carl Laemmle’s silent film, His Last 
Game, a film actually released in 1909. As the novel describes it, the film is “the first moving 
picture about American baseball. The story, set in Indian Territory, is about two rival teams, the 
fictional Jimtown Bar team and the Choctaw Indians” (7).  In using this film as part of the frame 
for the stories she tells, Howe creates a layered, complex portrayal of the ways in which a certain 
image of American Indians has been created by the dominant culture. In the novel, Hope plays 
the film’s main character, a Choctaw pitcher named Bill Goings, who is set to pitch the final 
game between Jimtown and the Choctaws. He wears “a black wig with two long braids, a black 
shirt, a tan vest with blue horses painted on it, leggings, and moccasins” (ibid.). In the film, as 
one intertitle tells us, “Gamblers from Jimtown try to persuade Bill to throw the big game.”327 
Hope’s arc within the novel eerily echoes that of Going.  Where Going refuses the gamblers’ 
advances, however, Hope gives in. Going is eventually executed for accidentally causing one of 
the gambler’s death—in a struggle over a gun after Goings refuses to throw the game, one of the 
gamblers is killed—but only after pitching his team to a victory.  Hope, on the other hand, 
throws the last game of the series against the Seventh Cavalry. He feels insulted by the members 
of his community at what he feels to be their rejection of his relationship with Justina Maurepas, 
an African American woman. He decides to purposefully lose the game, thinking “He’ll take the 
money that Bo and the others have offered him. That’ll be enough to build [Justina] a proper 
house and take care of them both” (194). The Miko Kings’ loss has permanent ramifications for 
Hope, as his teammates chop off both of his hands as punishment: “He looked as his hands for 
the last time. They were experts—marvelous in what they could do. Perfect [….] Blip makes 
                                                 





quick work of it, whacking off Hope’s pitching hand first, then his left hand. Hope’s eyes open 
wide and remain fixed on his fingers as they curl into lifeless fists” (214). Most immediately, this 
means that Hope will no longer to play baseball, and it sets him off on an exile’s journey. More 
than that, however, because of the Miko Kings’ loss, the team is taken over by a non-Native man 
named Tom Bobbitt who plans to act “as a front man for a syndicate up north in Chicago” (213). 
In losing, not only does Hope betray his teammates, but he also destroys the cooperative 
American Indian venture Day and the other ball players have fought for. It is only later that Hope 
realizes the magnitude of his catastrophic decisions, which I will address in more depth later on.  
While Day feels drawn to create an all-Indian team—and league—he also harbors some 
reservations. He takes offense at the hordes of white Americans who travel to Indian Territory to 
“gawk at wild Indians [….] It suddenly occurs to him that he’s building a baseball park so 
people, many of them whites, can be entertained by watching Indians play ball” (114). These 
thoughts link the Miko Kings to barnstorming teams such as Guy Green’s Nebraska Indians Base 
Ball Team, which toured from 1897 to 1906, and—by extension—to wild west shows, all part of 
the same late nineteenth and early twentieth century culture industry.  In his history/memoir of 
the team’s travels, Green asserts, “If you are interested in the Indians as a disappearing race; in 
the attraction which I have the honor to manage; or in the national game of base ball, I am sure 
you will find something in these pages to repay you for their perusal.”328 Here, we see that Green 
relies on the trope of the disappearing Indian and links it to the U.S. through the “national game,” 
much like wild west shows played upon the association between American Indians and the 
nation. The Nebraska Indians played during “the heyday of wild-west shows, and Green’s team 
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played expertly on the public fascination with indians [sic]. Like the wild-west shows, the team 
created a circus atmosphere to whip up excitement for the baseball games.”329 Green relied on 
advertising, buying space in newspapers and “circulat[ing] handbills or posters of the team.”330 
While the team toured through Ohio in 1900, it even competed against Pawnee Bill’s show. 
Green recalls, “Pawnee Bill’s show was in town the same afternoon and we were afraid we 
should have no crowd at all. The factory shut down work, however, and the hands came to the 
game in preference to going to the show. We had about as many people as Pawnee Bill drew and 
we won the game.”331 Much like wild west spectacles like that of Pawnee Bill and Buffalo Bill, 
Green played up authenticity. This seeming emphasis on authenticity speaks to the desire to 
present a “real Indian,” much like Laemmle’s impulse to present reality. As Richard White has 
written, Buffalo Bill used American Indians like Yellow Hand as  
a prop that validated [his] stories [….] Buffalo Bill presented actual Indians, who now 
inhabited their own representations. This was the most complicated kind of mimesis. 
Indians were imitating imitations of themselves. They reenacted white versions of events 
in which some of them had actually participated. In a way that prefigured the movies, 
Buffalo Bill enacted history. For millions of people his representation of the West 
became the reality. The genius of Buffalo Bill was to recognize the power of the mimetic, 
of the imitation, in the modern world.332  
 
Buffalo Bill’s Wild West purported to be the real thing—not a mere approximation. This offered 
mostly white audiences the chance to experience the Wild West up close, witnessing the arena 
that “made” Americans.  
Miko Kings confronts this phenomenon head-on, as its prelude frames its action and 
themes, putting into question the relationship between “real life” and performance. It offers a 
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fictional telling of the making of a real film (His Last Game), which is, in turn, a fiction. What is 
at stake here is representation. Carl Laemmle, the film’s director, wants to make “moving 
pictures that are realistic” (9). But Laemmle’s realism seems to a Choctaw character to be only 
“make-believe,” (10) not truly rooted in reality, but in images that have been created and 
recreated until the original has faded into obscurity (if there ever was an original). The fictional 
Laemmle and the real Green attempted to present “real” Indians to a population that might not be 
overly familiar with them. Unlike both of these men, Day sees his venture as sustaining 
American Indian culture as the team plays for the members of its communities, not for non-
Native people to spectate. In some ways, the Miko Kings take advantage of the fascination with 
American Indians, taking out advertising in the newspaper, but Native ball playing for them does 
not exist to entertain whites. As Leon Bonaparte tells Day, “Baseball is not supposed to be just a 
leisure-time activity” (120). Rather, it is something sacred.  
Throughout Miko Kings, it is clear that part of baseball’s sacredness lies in the fact that it 
transcends temporal boundaries but in a way that does not reproduce the settler logic of the 
national game. Baseball becomes a portal through which time can be changed. This parallels how 
baseball functions in dominant imaginary, as the sport tends to symbolize the U.S.’s pastoral 
roots and a continuity between past, present, and future. W.P. Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe, illustrates 
the strong belief in baseball’s transcendence, using a baseball diamond hewn into a cornfield as a 
kind of ahistorical node that continually connects past to present—and also to the unknown. The 
fictional version of J.D. Salinger makes a speech now famous among baseball fans. Faced with 
financial insecurity—and possibly ruin—because of baseball field he has cut into his cornfield, 





to keep the baseball field because people will be irresistibly drawn there. The experience at this 
rural ballfield will transport them back to their both their own pasts and the nation’s past as  
They’ll walk out to the bleacher and sit in shirtsleeves in the perfect evening, or they’ll 
find they have reserved seats somewhere in the grandstand or along one of the 
baselines—wherever they sat when they were children and cheered their heroes, in 
whatever park it was, whatever leaf-shaded town in Maine, or Ohio, or California. 
They’ll watch the game, and it will be as if they have knelt in front of a faith healer, or 
dipped themselves in magic waters.333 
 
Here, the hypothetical visitors to the field reenact their childhoods, no matter which state in 
which they grew up. Furthermore, their memories will draw upon a common reservoir of 
memories. Salinger goes on to say  
that the one constant through all the years has been baseball. America has been erased 
like a blackboard, only to be rebuilt and then erased again. But baseball has marked time 
while America has rolled by like a procession of streamrollers [….] It is a living part of 
history, like calico dresses, stone crockery, and threshing crews eating at outdoor tables. 
It continually reminds us of what once was, like an Indian-head penny in a handful of 
new coins. 334 
 
This enchanted field provides an experience of the past, both personal and collective. Salinger’s 
words betray a kind of faith in a better past that can be recovered through remembrance and re-
enactment. Artifacts like “calico dresses” and “stone crockery” bring to mind a stereotypical 
rural, settler past—one that is not as permanent as baseball, but grows along with the sport. This 
gestures towards baseball’s role in fashioning American identity and the making of the nation 
while remaining silent about the actual material realities of how the U.S. was “erased…rebuilt 
and then erased again.”  
 In Miko Kings, baseball also connects the past to the future, but in a more concrete—but 
still metaphysical—manner. Throughout the novel it becomes apparent that the key to Hope’s 
dominating pitching is his ability to move through time. The only one who can see Hope’s power 
                                                 
333 Kinsella. Shoeless Joe. 1982. Mariner Books, 1999, p. 252. 





is Ezol, Henri Day’s niece. Watching him pitch, she notes that “when Hope looked up into the 
sky he disappeared completely on the mound. For a split second the sky cracked open and a 
blinding light flashed on the ball field [….]Time had moved backward and then forward” (160). 
Years after throwing the game—in 1969, to be exact—Hope lies in a nursing home, close to 
death. He has been filled with regret for years, but then comes to understand that “Baseball is a 
game without limits,” (199) and harnesses the power within him to change the past.  
 In originally throwing the game, Hope seems to succumb to the inescapability of 
European America’s domination. In his return to the past, however, he manages to not only 
reimagine the past, but to change it. “Choctaws and Chickasaws are renowned for their ability to 
rebuild [….] We seemed to manifest nature itself, as re-creators [….] Chaos and destruction 
serve a purpose” (34). While a work of fiction, the novel points to the powers of Native 
narratives—American Indians can choose to tell stories that don’t conform to the dominant 
culture’s notions of history. By embracing Native baseball in the present, Howe points the way 















The narrators in each of the novels I have discussed participate in some version of what I 
have called historical fantasy. In reimagining the past, historical fantasy dismantles a past that, at 
first glance, seems stable. The genre takes accepted historical narratives and reworks them, 
illustrating how history has been and continues to be constructed. In “Strangely Interested: The 
Work of Historical Fantasy,” Michael A. Elliott observes that historical fantasy “is deliberate in 
its alteration of the agreed-upon facts of the past” and that “fictions of alternate history often 
include overt speculation on the nature of historical narrative itself.”335  Additionally, he notes 
that historical fantasy has become more prevalent in the last twenty years or so, as “we have 
reached a moment when genuine enthusiasm for historical engagement has become entwined 
with ambivalence about the ability of mimetic narrative to satisfy our desires.”336 As historical 
narratives have become, in some ways, more accessible through mechanisms like digitized 
archives, individuals grapple with making it legible and discovering a meaningful connection 
with their personal lives. 
The novels throughout this dissertation grapple with this impulse. Although they reach 
back further than twenty years, the desire is the same. The novels seek to understand how the 
grand narratives of U.S. expansion and baseball as “America’s National Game” have come to be 
and how the two intertwine, and how narratives surrounding baseball shape understandings of 
the U.S.’s imperial past and present. Crucial to this shaping are those who relate these narratives, 
whether it be through text, speech, or another medium. With this in mind, I now turn to the figure 
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of the author and her or his role in shaping the archive by briefly discussing Shoeless Joe’s Ray 
Kinsella and Miko Kings’ Lena Bolin. 
In the official narrative of baseball’s linkage with U.S. history, this narrator tends to be a 
white man who looks upon the past with melancholy—a longing to recover the past. In this 
dissertation, I have used W.P. Kinsella’s Shoeless Joe as the exemplar of this point of view. As 
discussed in the introduction, the novel’s narrator and main character Ray Kinsella views 
baseball’s past as a kind of magic. He wants “to have a certain kind of tangible relationship to 
history, to handle historical facts as though they are things, and to believe that these objects can 
be clues to unlocking genealogies that are at once personal and national.”337 A key aspect of this 
magic for Ray is baseball’s relationship to writing. In his estimation, each is a “ceremony” and a 
“ritual,”338 imbued with the ability to create newness. Combining the two can conjure up a 
distant past, transforming it in the process. As he and the fictionalized J.D. Salinger delve into 
baseball’s past, spurred on by the disembodied voice Ray hears, Ray ruminates that “We are 
mixing a cocktail of memories, and history, and love, and imagination. Now we must wait and 
see what effect it will have on us.”339 For Ray, however, this act of authoring, even as it 
reconstructs the past, leaves the U.S.’s and baseball’s imperial past intact.  
In Miko Kings however, the authors who narrate history recreate a completely different 
past, with a different view of how authorship works. The novel is an example of what Howe 
herself has termed “tribalography”: “Native people created narratives that were histories and 
stories with the power to transform. I call this rhetorical space ‘tribalography’ [….] the power of 
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Native storytelling is revealed as a living character who continues to influence our culture.”340 
She asserts that she uses “story, fiction, history, and play, as interchangeable concepts. All 
histories are stories written down; all stories are the performance of those beliefs, a living 
theater. The story you get depends on the point of view of the writer.”341 Throughout the novel, 
these acts of narration and performance take center stage. 
 As I have previously noted, Ray’s act of re-authoring the past in Shoeless Joe is mostly 
personal and his success in reshaping history tends towards the mystical. Lena’s journey in Miko 
Kings begins similarly, as she seeks to discover mysteries of her past. Rather quickly, however, 
she becomes the instrument through which Ezol Day tells her story:  
She is the narrator; I the medium, intermediary, stenographer, and servant to the story. 
My work as a translator feeds this apparition in my house. To be good at translation, you 
have to do a kind of disappearing act. Teach yourself to become invisible by breathing 
life onto the page, and then exist there, side by side with the words and images. At least 
for a time [….] Simply put, the voice speaking is my voice, but the voice of this story is 
hers.  
Through the novel’s action, and in large part the reading of Ezol’s journal—which takes up a 
good portion of the novel later on—Lena is drawn into Ezol’s story, realizing “[she is] longer 
just the writer.”342 Lena has become both author and historical actor, and a recorder and 
participant.  
 Some of this aligns with the character of Ray in Shoeless Joe, yet Lena’s entrance into 
baseball’s past has larger ramifications. Like Ray, she aids in changing the historical record, but 
it touches more than just a handful of people. When the Miko Kings beat the Seventh Cavalry, 
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“the roar of the Indians can be heard all the way back to Fort Sill, where, after twenty-two years, 
Geronimo, honored leader of the Apaches, is still a prisoner of war.” 343 This new history effects 
multiple Native nations and Lena notes that it tells “the story of not just [Ezol’s] relatives, but 
mine, too.”344 It is an act of collaborative authorship that makes possible new family stories and a 
new history of (Indian) territory.  
Most importantly, this act of authoring is firmly grounded in Choctaw cosmology, which 
Jodi Byrd describes as imagining “worlds with relational spirals and a center that does not so 
much hold as stretches, links, and ties everything within to worlds that look in all directions. It is 
an ontology that privileges balance, but understands that we are constant movement and exist 
simultaneously among Upper and Lower Worlds, this world and the next.”345 At novel’s end, 
Lena understands—through her act of collaborative authorship—that she inhabits this space:  
Now it’s my turn to become the movable object in space, a relative whose clock is set at 
my own distant future. Within an instant, the sheathing that has held us in place will 
expand, and although we are intimately linked by the motion of story, we are also distinct 
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Fig. 1 Title page, History of World’s Tour: Chicago White Sox and New York Giants, Ted Sullivan, M.A. Donohue 
























Fig. 3. Jackie Robinson readying to steal third base from 42: The Jackie Robinson Story. Directed by Brian Helgeland, 





















Fig. 4 Miguel lost in his thoughts. Sugar. Directed by Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck, performances by Algenis Perez Soto, Rayniel 
Rufino, and Jaime Tirelli, HBO Films, 2008. 


















Fig. 5 Miguel smiles at a teammate. Sugar. Directed by Anna Boden and Ryan Fleck, performances by Algenis Perez Soto, 
























































Fig. 7 Dodger Stadium with the outline of previous Chavez Ravine communities. Blue is Bishop, yellow is La Loma, and red is 





































Fig. 9 Louis Sockalexis Gravesite, Indian Island Maine. The inscription reads: “In memory of Louis Sockalexis whose athletic 
achievements while at Holy Cross College, and later with the Cleveland major league baseball team, won for him national fame. 
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